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INTERVIEWS

Preserving a Man, Fixing A Shadow:
The Book Jacket Portraits of Paul Monette

Gay Block interviewed the author Paul Monette shortly before his
death on the subject of the evolution of his book jacket portraits and
how they often mirrored concurrent life changes he was experiencing.

Interview with Andres Serrano
David L. Jacobs ralks with the photographer about his sources of
inspiration and the evolurion of his work.

EXHIBITIONS
Just Between Guys

The well known artistic duo of Jack Massing and Michael Galbreath
celebrated rwelve years of collaboration with a retrospective at the
Contemporary Arts Museum in 1995, William R. Thompson examines
their use of photography as a documentary rool.

12 Imagined Nostalgia in a Gothic Arcadia

13

16

17

19

20

21

22

23

24

27

The digital photography of Martina Lopez focuses on the issues of
family and ancestry. K. Johnson Bowles reviews Lopez’s recent show
at the Art Institute of Chicago.

Social Production and Curves of Beauty:
The Photographs of Tina Modotti

The recent Museum of Fine Arts, Houston show of Modorti’s work
seeks to separate the drama of the photographer’s life from her
images. Robert [PAttilio reviews the show in its Philadelphia Museum
of Art installation and analyzes the role of politics in Modotti’s art
while dismantling many of the misconceptions abourt her.

Deconstructing the City

“Cirta Aperta/Open City™ Luciano Rigolini’s 1995 exhibition of
architectural photography is reviewed by Ed Osowski. Rigolini
challenges the viewer to look bevond his monumental works to the
larger issues of “seeing.”

Metamorphoses: Photography in the
Electronic Age

Eric Davis reviews the group show at the Blaffer Gallery, University
of Houston, that highlighted the work of photographers ar the fore-
front of digital imagery.

Causa Sui: On Bill Thomas’ Works Entitled
Suicide

Past HCP Fellowship recipient Bill Thomas constructs complex
tableaux dealing with a serious subject in often lighthearted ways.
Fernando Castro reflects on Thomas' subject matter and possible
MOtivanons.

A Grave Disease

Fannie Tapper’s recent exhibirion at the UT Houston Health Science
Center focused on her husband’s battle with illness while prodding
viewers to ponder larger questions of existence. Jennifer Elkins
considers the work of this past HCP Fellowship recipient.

When Art and Science Collide

Alan Rath’s multimedia pieces meld creative and practical applica-
tions while soaring past categorizations as “novel.” His recent show
at CAM is reviewed by Peter Harvey.

FILM
The Trouble with Kids

Larry Clark’s film Kids professes an honest portrayal of youth
today. Michael G. DeVoll delves into possible answers for the
misconceptions the film inadvertently brings out.

BOOKS
Bystander: A History of Street Photography

Street photography is often characterized as a loosely aligned school
of photography. Dick Doughty reviews this recent book and reveals
the thought behind the movement.

One Life—Several Landscapes:

An Appreciation of Robert Adams

A generation of photographers have sought and found inspiration in
the landscapes of the Northwest that Adams has lovingly captured. In
his essay on four of the photographer’s books, Peter Brown shares his
feelings abour this artist.

Parting Shot
Earlie Hudnall by Margaret Culbertson

COVER. Heidi Kumao, Remote, 1993, Mixed media: paper screen, record player,
mataor, film, lens, mirror, record, light, velvet.

Editor’s Note

Welcome to all FotoFest "%6 visitors and photographers.
This SPOT combines fall and spring issucs to present an
enhanced offering of reviews, interviews and essays.

One of the most visible aspects of our lives within our
l_‘urlll‘[1| |‘| hl]“’ we E.‘hl]".‘i-l.' T Prl_'.\'l:]'lr l]llr’.‘if_‘l'l'l.'.\ T {}thr_'r.\_
The manifestation of this is strikingly apparent in the
manipulation of image undergone by those who must
frequently display themselves to a larger audience, most
aften by photographs. In these instances, the sitter has the
apportunity with each photo session to reconstruct the
tableaux of his personal life for the public. The control
and evalution of the image of a man is the subject of this
issue’s interview with Pawl Monette by Gay Block. The
.\'I]l’!jl,'\_‘l‘ of book i;lckct portraits t:fawanl-winnirlg author
Paul Monette was inspired by Ed Osowski who edited the
interview.

Awt Intervieir with Andres Servanio h}' Dawid L. ].1u=a|rﬁ,
in conjunciion with the recent Contemporary Arts
Museum, Houston m[n:spu:li\'c, discusses the phnmgm-
pher's career progression since the political right thrust
him and his controversial photography into the limelight.

Social Production and Curves rrf Beanty: The
FPhotagraphs of Tina Modotti by Robert D" Artillo probes
how the underlying mixture of art and politics combined
to produce an artistic personality thar arguably overshad-
owed the body of work Modotti produced in her relative-
ly short photographic career.

Among the books reviewed in this issue are four books
|3}' Robert Adams. In Owne I.ff('_.'it'a'{'r.r.l' J.an;i'sn;lr;g's: An
Appreciation of Robert Adams, Peter Brown reflects on
what the work of this seminal photographer has meant to
him and an enrtire generation of photographers thar have
found inspiration in Adam’s work.

Karen Gillen Allen

ABOUT THE COVER

Heidi Kumao: Hidden Mechanisms
at HCP March 1 - 31, 1996

“Hidden Mechanisms™ is an installation of kinetic works,
commissioned by Houston Center for Photography, that
fuses projected photographic images, 19th century cine-
matographic technology, sculptural assemblage and sound
elements. This project is presented in conjunction with
FotoFest "96, the sixth international festival of photogra-
phy. The opening reception is planned for Friday, March 1
from 5 to 8 pm. A gallery talk by the artist and critic
Lynn Love will be held on March 2 at 1pm. HCP will
produce an illustrated exhibition brochure featurimg an
essay by Lynn Love, and plans to travel the exhibition to
other venues.

“Hidden Mechanisms™ consists of “cinema machines,”
each one inhabiting a separate, darkened room. These
zoetrope-like devices interact, their images overlapping
and implying a dialog as they silently converse through
gestures, Shadows of moving forms are projected onto
paper screens, objects and walls. Like a memory thar can-
not be repressed, each animated gesture repeats endlessly
and mechanically as it recalls charged encesinters from the
workplace, family or school.

As a child of a cross-cultural marnage, Kumaos past
work has considered the dynamics of the “American™
family from a different angle. Through this new commis-
sion project, the artist continues to explore human behav-
ior patterns, specifically those adopted in response to a
power imbalance or a personal relationship.

Kumao received an MFA from The School of the Art
Institute of Chicago in 1991. Her installations have
been featured in numerous solo and group exhibitions,
including the major traveling exhibition “Morion and
Document—Sequence and Time: Eadweard Muybridge
and Contemporary American Photography”, organized
by The Addison Gallery of American Art, Andover,
Massachuserts, She has received many fellowships,
including grants from Art Matters, Mid-Atlantic Arts
Foundation and National Endowment for the Arts.

This project is supported through Houston Center for
Photography by a grant from the Museum Program of the
National Endowment for the Arts and the Texas
Commission on the Arts. Additional support for “Hidden
Mechamisms™ is provided to the artist through a research
fellowship in art ar the University of Michigan. Artists’
Projects, New York State Regional Initiative, a program
designed to assist emerging artists in the creation of new
work, also provided support.
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PRESERVING
A MAN,
FIXING

A SHADOW

Gay Block

At the nime of his death in February
1995, ar the age of fifry, Paul Monette
was the author of more than a dozen
books, wide in range, from carefully-
wrought poetry and sharp, insightful
£55ay5, to |m|11||.tr fiction and noveliza-
tions of several screenplays. The works
for which he is best known, however,
are the rwo autobiographical memoirs,
Borrowed Time and Becoming a Man,

As Monette matured as a writer
and as his subject martter came closer
to echo his own Life—the life of a gay
man living in the time of AIDS—the
photographs that appeared on his
books shifted and changed to reflect
his growing awareness of who he was
and how he wanted his photographed
image to express certain values that
he held, The look of these various
portraits is quite wide-ranging: nearly
l'\'(‘r}' I'I(i['l'l\'. 'illl_'lllli{'b a LIIFFL'TI’.'I]T il['l-l!.',{‘.

Several years ago the photographer
Gay Block and the writer Malka
Drucker mer Monerte and his compan
ion Winston Wilde ar an exhibition at
Fraenkel Gallery in San Francisco.
From that meeting |,||_'\'|_'|np¢d a friend-
ship that included visits to Monette’s
house in Los Angeles and a trip 1o
Iraly. From that fricnqt-.hip also g-mc.'r!‘s‘d
the portrait by Block that appears on
the jacker of Monette’s collecrion of
essays Last Wareh of the Night.

In a note to the book Fifty Texas
Artists (San Francisco: Chronicle
Books, 1986), for which she photo-
graphed the arnsts represented, Block
wrote that the intention was to “make
|‘|1Lll]|'L"1 [h.'l[ \\'(!lllLI rL'L'lerl ln\ ‘|ll]\
jects” physical beings and also, through
phvsiognomy, relay some impression
of their inner selves.”™ This L't'Tt.lmlj.' 1%
what her portrait of Monette accom-
plishes, It is an image thar speaks of

wisdom and experience, of sadness
and pain, and of the knowledge that
comes from both experience and
study. It is also an image that shows
r'u”:\.' the emotional du,';?th of Block’s
frienship with Monette.

The following interview was sug-
gested when 1 noticed how Monetie's

of myself as deeply pudgy and unar
rractive—"bodyless"—which is the
word | used so often in Becoming a
Man. 1 guess it was an attempt to
frecze a moment in which my "‘]nuij.'-

lessness™ would not be the most
important thing. 1 would conguer that
feeling of “bodylessness™ by present
ing a good picture. I might have been
able to psychoanalyze some of that
even ar the time.

Gay Block: The self-image stuff, vou
mean, in terms of your past?

PM: The poems in this first book,
The Carpenter at the Asﬂmu, are just
riddled with self-hatred, confusion and
unhappiness. And the picture isn't,
because | wanted to present the glam-
Orous, young, sufﬁ'rinp, poet. Can you
see that there is a rose at the top of
that picture? That's a silk rose that the
gir]fricml I was |i\'|1'q_'| with ar the time
brought back from Paris for me. And
that is such a studied pose. | am actu-
J”}' sitting at my desk in (:.L1n|1r|c||.',l',
and I have happy memories of that.

I was only reaching
half-time. I had moved
from Milton where the
school was, to Cam-
bridge, and spent two
years living right near
Ilar\'.'lrd ‘it]llun'. and
feeling thar sense of
excitement and bohe-
mian authenticity. |
guess | think of thar as
my real education. |
barely noticed my Yale
education, and my

Andover education,
Whereas those rwo
vears in (:.unhridgc,
going to poetry read-
ings three and four
rimes a week, and
going to literary
parties all the time.
Everything was abour
books and poems; it
was a wonderful, won-
derful time in my life.

Gay Block, Paul Monette from The Last Watch of Night, 1993

i|'|'|i.'|':|_' L'h;]"ul_'(l EFE!I]I one |3[H"I|'\: (8]
another and how these changing
images carried with them echoes of
Renaissance vanitas portraits. It was
conducted by Gay Block at Paul
Monette’s West Hollywood home.
Some editing has been done ro elimi-
nate personal references that do not
bear on the central topic of the inter-
VW, —FEd Osoeski

Paul Monetre: It's beyond ironic
thar we're |,||1i|1;:_ this when I am t'q,'r]in:_(
so disfigured, so unphotographable. 1
think that the photographs that you
took of me in February [for Last
Wiatch of the h‘f\ul‘lff are sort of the last
that I want to look at. And I'm sure |
have a larger case of “Vanity, vanity,
all is vaniry,” than I usually do in life.
I am highly aware of how orchestrated
the process always was, and how much
input I always took in it.

There are, after all, many authors
who just have a bre eEy picture taken,
or don't want a picture art all. 1 really
was possessed with the notion of
becoming a kind of Shellevan poet
: And then, as soon as | “came
nd I started to work on gay
work, it was terribly important thar |

loak !.;tuu,l, that 1 look SEXY.

After | came our, I knew exactly
whar I was going ro show. | spent the
first twenty years of my life thinking

SPOT / Houston Center for

GEB: Do vou remember
Miles West, giving Prisnt sowre instric-
tion of some kind?

PM: Yeah, he was a friend who
i1q_'n|i1||).' worked at Little Brown, and
he used that as a pseudonym. Because
he designed the book as well,
and he didn’t want his name
[Jeffrey Griswold] put on the
phorograph as the designer's
name.

Jeffrey has since died of
AIDS, bur he was very \\'[“la'ly,
for me to set it up and get it
exactly the way I wanted ir.

GB: And you told bim you
wanted to look successful?

PM: I wanted to look—
Byronic, or Shelleyan, or
Kearsian—I wanted to be the
young romantic poet. He un-
derstood thar right away. It
was :\.L';ll'.\ |;“L'T lll.l1 ] [-lIkL'Ll
to Richard Avedon about how
| Marlene] Dietrich had con-
rrolled the photograph he
took of her. And how he just
let it happen because she
scemed to be very, very tuned

into what she wanted o look
like.

I mean, I've done a lot of
T|li|1kiny, in my life about how

Photography / SPRING 1996

any of us as subjects of photographs
control the process, whether thart's
grmd or bad. 1 don't feel that Native
American sense of “vou steal my soul”
when vou take a picture of me. | don't
feel that way. I guess [ just feel a longing
to orchestrate,

GB: Let me talk to Vour fust a miinile,
becanse we are doing this together.
I've bad a few portraits made of nry-
self, too. And when ive talked last
night, you said, “I've been doing
some thinking about this.”

T ijrfd}', Pt on vy way over bere,
and I thought: “thinking"—it's almost
something I don't do. 1 shouldn’t say
that. I do think now. But the things
that I do don’t come out of a thought
process.

PM: And thinkir

maybe to you.

= anathema,

. GB: That's right. So, I've bad people

make portraits of me, and bave done
a few self-portraits, never thinking
that I was going fo look beautiful or
sexy, but instead, wanting to look—
ds a frerson with da'plb—ds da rerson
who bas bad a life that bas not
been—all easy, nice, fine. Wanting fo
5tly—jll$f becanse yoi Eroww this or
that, you don’t know me. Here is who
I am. There is depth, there is pain,
there is stuff bebind here that I want
you to see. | think, that’s where 've
been with images 've bad made of
mryself.

When I came to take your picture
for Last Warch of the Night,
thought, OK, I've bad some suceess
as a portrait photographer. I've bad
a show at MoMA. I know how to do
portraits. But still every time | do a
portrait, P'm nervous. Am I really
going to do something bere? And 1
walked in and Winston was in bis
t-shirt, and was g&'.m:rrg n’erdy to leave
and do bis workout at the gym. And
I'm thinking, Ob, I would really love
to have Winston somebow in the pi:‘-
ture. I love s arms, and s pecs,
and his t-shirt.

But I didn’t say anything. | was
shy about i, and this s not unusual.
L won't say what | want. And we sit
here and talk. Then Winston says,
“OK, I'm going to work-out now.”
And be comes and kisses you good-
bye, and finally 1 say, to myself, Gay,
open your moutl, are you crazy?

Miles West, Paul Monette from The Carpenter at the
Asyleem, 1971



Star Black, Paul Monette, 1989

“Winston, wonld vou please stay for
a few minutes?” [Laughter] And of
conrse, if was ﬁnc.

And I really love that picture par-
ticularly. But | also really like the
ane of bis kissing you—;just what
happens, bappens. You talk about the
glamorons snaps, sure that picture will
be, as you called it, the last one that
you might want to look at. We'll bope
that's not so.

PM: We'll hope that’s not so, And
also, that one, definirely, not just to
me, but ro many people, is full of
exactly what you mean, depth and
experience, and maybe even wisdom.

GB: That's what I wanted—the depth
of you, and with Winston in it The
fact that none of us is alowe, and that
s onr backdrop, our background, our
strength. So, it was very wonderful
for me to be bere to take that picture.

PM: And whar do you think of a
picture like this [the author’s photo
with the silk rose|? He's so yvoung,
he's so young!

GB: Ob, but it’s lovely—and it's got a
lot of those clues. No, I can tell this 1s
not “vou.” It's sort of like the raised
evebrows—there is a sense of working
at it, of “this is bow I wanted to
look.” I can tell that there’s a pose
going on here,

PM: Because the irony is you can't
take thatr pose and enter the world
with it. | mean, you would be stiff,
vou'd look like a clown. One is fluid,
much more Huid than that. That
always struck me as one of the danger
waters of photographs, especially of
me as a rubby teenager. And I'd look
at these pictures, and [think] Oh my
God! Look how many pimples | have!

|Editor’s Note: The discussion turns

to his jacket portrait in Takimg Care of

Mrs. Carroll]

This photograph horrificd my par-
ents, It became part and parcel of their
reading this novel, Taking Care of
Mrs. Carroll, and saying, “You've
destroved yvour life. You'll never get a
joh, because you've ‘come out” as gay,
and we're going to have to sell our
house and leave town,”

And | said, “Well, its a comic
novel, and vou'll just have to deal with
it.” And my maother said, *And this
picture!™ Now, that picture—it was

less composed by way of the derails of
one’s evebrows. | wanred to show an
attitude of being a young, gay man in
an LI'I'IT.'!I'J CONEeXE.

GB: Which is your favorite [author|
picture of all your books?

PM: Besides VOurs, my favorite pic-
ture, | guess is the picture of me and
Roger on [the cover of] Love Alone,
because it's so acadental and so
unposed and so—nearly lost.

GB: Is it the one in Italy?

PM: Yeah, right. In Tuscany. Yeah.
I didn’t find the roll of flm unril sever-
al months after Roger died—a month
after he died. And [ went and had it
done and suddenly there were these
pictures from this monastery, including
the one that the Brother had taken of
t.hL' Wi L1f us. ."\11|.1 L'L'I'[i!inl:\.' :h;lt \\'(llllli
be the opposite of this composing a
face for the faces one meets. It captures
some renderness and togetherness and
joy that couldn’t be composed.

GB: This is The Gold Diggers. What
year is this?

M: I think *79. Thar's by my
friend, Star [Black.] She took probably
three or four of the pictures that are

Steve Hamby, Paul Monette from Borrowed Time, 1988

And Roger Horwitz, [Paul’s partner
who died of AIDS in 1986] took the
photograph. And that shows me
standing against a wall of the espla-
nade next to the Charles |River in
Cambridge], which is where [ spent
really most of my time, and where our

apartment faced. And Roger kg-pt saV-
ing [comic voice:] “Smile!™ And I said,
“Mo, no, no, | think 1 want brooding
here.” So, | think, that’s why 1 ended
up brooding rather than smiling. And
there, I guess, I'm abour 28 or 29, In
other words, the frst photograph
|with the silk rose] shows me compos-
ing myself our of fictions, and nor will-
ing to admir thar I'm gay. The second
photograph [against the stone railing]
may have me composing in the same
way, bur it's very much abour being
gay, and having thar freedom. Thus,
it’s not surprising that it's outdoors,
rather than indoors, thart its in

thrown-on clothes. And there ain’t no
silk roses in thar picrure.

GB: This is like, This s who I am, it’s
who [ want [to be.] And of course,
you are bandsonte. You're thin.

PM: So thin, | know—a long-time-
ago-thin, I don’t like being thin any
more, But the chubby child had, in
fact, headed East. [Smiles|

on my books, And she was the sort of
photographer who shot hundreds and
hundreds of exposures, so [ just didn't
hi‘\ o .1"I\—] L'lllll'lj'll.[ L‘ur]lrtl| one ']'Il]'ll_’|
and another.

Star Black, Paul Monette from Afterlife, 1989

GB: But you conld control it in the
choice, is that [right]? [Author’s photo
of The Gold Diggers.]

PM: I think it looks slightly
retarded, trying to look slightly tough.

SPOT / Houston Center for Photography / SPRING 1996

GB: So, you were trying to look
slightly tough bere? Why?

PM: 1 guess, because my new pro-
ject in life was ro conquer Hollywood,
and ro see if I could write abour
[} |n||}'1.-.'nnd the
about Paris, to give you the most
painful embarrassment about it. One
likes to think thar one is accurate in
thinkin;: that Hannah Arendt never
worried whether she combed her hair
for her picture or not—she didn’ care
what the cover looked like., X-i.-a:\.‘iw

 Proust wrote

she did. But one feels that she is so
devoted to the body of the rexr, and
to the primacy of the text, that there
is no room for glamming it up or pre-
t(.'['l(lif]!.', lt..‘» soimet ||1|IH L'IH('_

GB: That's so interesting bow this 1s
a late *70s picture. More than the last
Taking Care of Mrs. Carroll?

e
The first one is a mid-"70s picture.
It’s [ike Roger’s picture is more time-
less, it ﬁ"rfs fo mie.

PM: Maybe that's because of an
attempt to create an image with this
one, and the first one. The [authors]
image on [Taking Care of] Mrs.
Carroll was just a little more natural,
a little more real. And it’s interesting
to me thar the second edition of The
Geold Diggers is a much more natural
picture as well. That was taken by
Star in Taos, about a month and a half
after Roger died. We went to New
Mexico where | wrote my big poem
abour Lawrence. And it was a very
cold, snowy ql,}j.', the opposite of

Southern California.

]lﬂg&'r had died in Ocrober, and she
[Star Black], came out to spend
Christmas with me, and convinced me
to go ro New Mexico with her. And it
was the first time I thought about
going some place withour Roger, or
that we'd never been. And we stayed
in Albuquerque for a night ar her
aunt’s and then went to Santa Fe. But
I was very cager to get to Taos and see
aut II.("

the Lawrence grave. o, that
photo] actually was raken in the plaza
in Taos on a bright, brighe snowy day.
Gorgeous, gorgeous weather, Again,

she took many, many pictures thar day
of me wearing thar black-and-white
wool thing. Partly the reason it didn't
feel terribly posed was the exhilaration

of the cold weather and all—ir didn't
give you the chance to be languid or

oo self-conscious.

GB: If you had written this piece
instead of our doing it in this form
{videotape], what do you think would
bave been your overall theme?



T.L Litt, cover photo from Becoming a Man, 1991

PM: Well, I think it would have
been—what is thar marvelous phrase
of Fox Talbots about capturing a
shadow or carching a shadow?

GB: Fixing a shadow,

PM: Fixing a shadow. Right. Try to
see what happened outside me, and
outside the time that has gone by.
Whar was the shadow that was fixed?
Wharever | wanted it to be. Whar
came through? 1 don't think, for
instance, that my grief [ar Roger's
death| comes through thar photograph
on the second edition of The Gold
Diggers, bur my closed-offness does,

GB: Yes, I think that's right. The grief
being too much.

PM: It's important to note thae |
then went for five years, basically,
unpublished. 1 did a couple more nov-
elizations, and fortunately had some
good connections to be able ro keep
my imcome going. But it was not unnl
Roger died—I mean, | turned in out-
lines, and d‘laph;rea and all kinds of
things, but | was persomna non grata in
publishing—berween 1981 and 1985
or 6. So, it's rl,'ally with the AIDS
work |Love Alone and Borrowed
Thne] that the [author’s] pictures
begin again.

GB: I guess | badn't remembered
that Love Alone came out before
Borrowed Time.

PM: Yeah, just a few months after
it—March, "88.

GB: So, this is taken in the monastery.

PM: Yes, at Monte Oliveto in Tus-
cany. And the last poem, “A Brother
of the Mount of Olives” is about
finding that photograph, and being at
that monastery, and what it means.
And still, when I give a reading where
I want to do a few things from the
past, | always use the last forty lines
or so of that poem, because it so
sweetly puts together the passion of
our love and the kind of eternity of
our love, against the ugliness of the
Church.

GB: There is also an
aunthor photograph
an the flap of this,
again taken by Star.

PM:—surely the most
I.lrl|'ll:l.'|) L‘{ul‘hul‘ phﬂl—
tograph imaginable
for that book, [Love
Alone.)

GB: This big smile.

PM: Big smile and
wearing a sexy shirt.
Michael Denehy,
when [ sent him some
proofs to look at,
zeroed in on this one
immediately. I said,
“Well, it’s actual, |
was there thar day,
and this was a picture
she took. I said,
“Daoesn’t it seem a lit-
tle incongruous for
this book?™ And
Michael said, “Well,
it's different from
the congruity of the
picture we're using
on the front [with Roger]. But what's
wrong with showing you alive?” And
I thought that was actually pretty sen-
sitive.

GB: It is, I think, incongruous for the
poems, though. Obviously, pain is a
part of life. So, the poems are just
painful. Maybe it is a book about
youer baving survived. You arve a sur-
vivor. There’s a picture on the front
and a picture on the back, and then
what's in the middle is what bhap-
pened in the middle. So, alive again,
an after the fact comment about this
picture on the back. [author’s photo
for Love Alone.| What made you
choose it?

PM: 1 went with Michael who said,
“Whar's wrong with doing something
sexy?” | said, “Theres nothing. Go
ahead. Go ahead. Go ahead.” And
probably not an accident given the
sil;niﬁg;jltlg,": of a natural phul:q;r;lph,
that’s what we went with on Borrowed
Time as well.

GB: When is this picture from?

PM: I think thar picture would
have been taken sometime around
MNovember, 1984, a few months before
Roger got sick—taken by a client of
Roger’s and somewhat friend of ours,
Steve Hamby. He had a Christmas
party which we went to, and he had
photographs of all his friends as their
Christmas present, and that was ours.
And we were both delighted by ir.
And by Christmas, Roger really wasn't
well. AIDS5 just overtook our lives at
that point,

GB: So with this Steve Hamby pic-
ture, it was just obviously appropriate
to bave Roger's picture on Borrowed
Time. And you weren’t necessarily
needing to be conscious of your
image.

PM: It's a wonderful picture of
Roger and a less wonderful picture of
me, but [ didn’t care. Because it was
hard to capture his wonderness,

GB: Yes, but you're very boyish look-
ing in that. How old were you there?

PM: Oh, 1 was surely thirty-eight
or 50,

GB: How about other author’s pic-
tures that you have seen? Is there
anyvthing about author’s pictures that
yoiue bave thinking abowt?

PM: 1 often think they're terribly
self-conscious and self-indulgent at the
same nme. And I'm also Very aware
because there are different kinds.
Author's pictures from the world of
best sellers are much more nakedly
commercial. Il give you an exam-
ple...often with authors, you ger that
musty picture of them in their study
with books all around them. Of
course, | don't know whar the history
of author’s photographs is.

GB: What is your relationship, or
association with Avedon?

PM: I've come to really rather like
him as a photographer, especially in
his New Yorker incarnation. | resisted
the “slop-over” from his fashion pho-
tographs to his more serious political
and personal photographs. [ didn’t
somehow see how they went together.
I had equal problems with Irving
Penn, frankly, and in a way with
Robert Mapplethorpe also. It seems to
me there was a kind of composure
that was at odds with
another sort of thing they
were doing. I don't feel
that way about any of
them any more.

It was useful for me to
see that book of Diane
Arbus’s commercial work.
Obwviously, what appeals
to me is the other.

GB: If you could have
had anyone photograph
you—even if we say in
1978, in 1982—whatever
years they may bave been
throughout time, living,
dead—portrait photogra-
phers. We're dealing now
with just photographers,
portrait artists. Who
mright you have chosen?

PM: Oh, a couple of
rhings come to mingd.,
Certainly Steichen comes
to mind—because [ just
think they are such
exquisite portraits, the
ones he did for Vanity
Fair, not the Hollywood
ones. And if [ really wanted to do a
good romantic picture of myself, |
could do worse than someone like
Julia Margaret Cameron. But [ would
not be afraid in these days of my life
to be photographed by a Diane Arbus.
Because | think what moves me abour
her work is how terribly human it is,
and how terribly unexploitarive it is.

I wouldn't mind seeing whart
Avedon would say abour me. It's so
fascinating to see him on people like
Oliver Stone. [ also think I've proba-
bly grown in appreciation of him. And
I think he's probably grown as a figure
of photography, Who else would 1
choose?

GB: Mapplethorpe?

PM: I wouldn't be against it. No, 1
was trying to think would I want to
choose somebody like Dorothea Lange
or Walker Evans—people who [ wor-
ship. But they are not actually portrait-
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takers. | mean, they take wonderful
pictures of people. But | don't think of
those great Southwest photographs of
Dorothea Lange as really portraits, |
mean they are—like Greek tragedy or
something. Its so much more than the
individual—such heighrened realiry.

GB: Back to the pictures on your
later books. Afterlife, What vear?

PM: "89, 790,

GB: —by Star again. What do you
think about this one? There is a pole
in the middle of it off to the side.

PM: [ was very excited about the
political intensity of this novel, and for
some reason | wanted to show myself
as very energetic and on top of the
waorld. [ think that's what we tried 1o
capture, because the cover picture,
which we fought for for a year, does

. the contemplative side so beautifully. 1

feel good about it. You talk about the
survivorship of that picture in Love
Alore. This s very much a survivor-
.-il'lip picture, too. Because the hook is
about survivorship, it's abour three
widowers, who have each lost their
lower to AIDS.

A lot of it has to do with how com-
fortable T am with Star, and how
seamless, in a way, we are as photog-

Tom Bianchi, interior photo from Halfway Mome, 1991

rapher and subject. [ think that's the
last picture she took of me.

GB: Yes, vou really do look comfort-
able with ber in this picture—almost
as if you're smiling at the photogra-

pher. 1t's almost like we're there at a

moment. It feels like a moment, less

internal than it is shared.

PM: Very open, somehow, unlike
thar thing of me crossing my arms in
Taos.

GB: The older we get the more of life
there iz to live, isn't there?

PM: Yeah, and bid good-bye to—

GB: Halfway Home. Look at that!
This is by Tom Bianchi, art divected
on the slant on the back flap. And
who is be?



PM: You can say | was looking ar
him, because thar's exactly rrue. He's a
photographer who has done three or
four books of erotic male photogra-
phy, not very much to my taste, but
he's very skillful. And there are some
wonderful pictures, Michael Denchy,
who publishes him, pur us together.
Oh, they picked a wonderful picture.

GB: So, 15 Halfway Home the last
boak before Becoming a Man?

PM: Right. And Halfteay Home is
a h:!pp}' book abour Iwing n love.
And one of the reasons I'm terribly
proud of it, and [ was very glad that
thar picture showed me happy and
being in love,

GB: [Shows small bd-w bead-shot of
PM on cover of Becoming A Man
with fist on cheek.] Everyvone knows
this picture on the cover.

PM: It's by a woman photographer
named Tracy Litt, who's a lesk
photographer. I think it's the first pic-
ture she’s ever had published outside
a gay rag. Her pictures, | think, are
quite wonderful. I just happen o
really hike this picrure thar she rook. |
sent Harcourt Brace after it, and she
was just thrilled.

1

GB: Yeab, It really is such a wonder-
furl picture, and it's how we became
friends. Because this book had just
come out when we saw you at the
Frankel Gallery, and Malka recog-
nized you because of that picture.

PM: Tracy lives in New York. They
actually chose another photograph
'rl:"‘ rh-l[ !.',I‘iil.l[) Ft:r I'I'I:I' h‘i['lk llf
poems, which just came out.

GB: What was the context of this sit-
ting? Because that’s the same shirt [
photographed you in.

PM: They actually were taken dur-
ing a publicity tour, and I was getting
my picture taken quite a lot, ver [ was
so comfartable with myself ar that
time. Winston and 1 were together
on the Becoming A Man tour in the
spring of "92, which was when this
happened. And I felt more free, in
myself, in my gayness, than I ever had,
partly because I had told the story of
it. | felt erivmphant in talking abour it.
I had a real message | wanted to deliv-
er to people, about how not to go that
way in life, but to go with openness.

Thaose pictures caprure whart really
the rest of the year kept showing.
There was a seamlessness between my
Jjoy as an “out” person and my com-
munication of it. | am much less con-
cerned with how [ look, in myself,
Anyway.

And there is percolating in me a
level of altruism towards others, and 1
suppose, a conscious attempt to take
the role of role model. Somehow, all
of those factors are part of what these
pictures show. [ mean, it’s not an acci-
dent that they are the pictures from
Beconning a Man, and thar that book
tells my story as cleanly as 1 could.

And I also have a sense thar if
someone were following me around
with a camera, the way my documen-
tarians have been doing for the last
couple of years, that any snap of me
taken off videotape would look like
this during that year of Becoming a
Man. It was really a ime of great
triumph for me.

c INTEQ@QVIEW.

GB: Were you sick bere? Were you
well? This was before '92, then?

PM: "91. Yeah, because | was diag-
nosed |with AIDS] in December of
923 |asks Winston] I don't think so.

GB: You've been diagnosed for less
than two years?

PM: No, I'm coming up on three
vears in December. That diagnosis
happened, and the reaction ro that
drug thar almost killed me happened
six weeks afrer the National Book
Award, and three weeks after the
Today Show, right?... New Year's 91
is when | was diagnosed.

GB: So, other people photographed
you, but did you not see the pictures,
or you just didn’t lilke them as well as
this?

PM: Oh, it’s funny, because | even
thought we might want to use that
picture for the poems, but I think they
decided it mighe tip the seriousness of
it, or something. I'm glad they went
with what they did. They did a beauri-
ful job on the book.

GB: We have to deal with—Last
Watch of the Night, the only book we
have left.

PM: I was a lieele afraid of how this
photo would affect me beca
soon as | saw it, I knew it was right.
But I also knew—the first thing |
thought was—I'm sick. And quite
quickly, I began to understand that
there was depth, and experience, and
even a kind of wisdom in the direct-
ness of it, and in the honesty of it It's
hard in a way for me to separate my
pleasure at the rightness of it from my
pleasure at the rightness of the choice
of Greek sculpture on the cover. They
both seem set in stone in a way,

If there is any significant theme in
Last Watch of the Night, it is thar
even in the midst of dying, one must

TL Litt, cover photo from West of Yesterday East of Summer, 1994
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live. The necessity of examinir
one’s life is only more acute in the
Aristorelian sense. And the command
on the Temple at Delphi, “Know thy-
self,” went with me from beginning to
end of this book. 1 think what makes
me proudest of the photograph is thar
it's a picrure of someone who knows
himself,

Most of the seven months since you
took that picture, I've been quite ill.
And I don't much like the way | know
myself anymore. So, in a way, this is
something to hold on to, because |
can't seem to write with the same kind
of acuity—and I can’t seem to get past
all of my symptoms.

Greek tragedy includes tragic
knowledge. 1 prefer a kind of more
grasped-for knowledge of conscious-
ness, in a way. There is so little in my
consciousness these days that has any
joy or any sense of discovery, | mean,
obviously, nduring is a full-time job. |
don't know where this doverails with
putting oneself our as a writer both in
an author photograph or in a book,
versus a sense of being paralyzed to
know how to put myself our these
days. I've said to Winston that [ have
to be better than this. [ cannot go on
like this, because it is just twenty-four
hours of misery and self-conscious-
ness. All fight and no life. One strug-
gles to preserve some kind of essenrial
self, especially if you're me, especially
if you've spent so much time examin-
ing the self.

When [ went in the hospital and
broke those three bones in my spine,
and picked up an infection from the
hospital which they couldn’t cure for
three and a half months—a coccus
infection. I mean, really the whole
year before this [GB's photo] 1 was in
very good shape, right? [To Winston|
Remember that picture we took for
the visas into Russia? I look like I'm a
dead body. [ don't even look alive,

GB: But the self, regardiess of how it
might be physically pictured, the self
is very strong...[t’s almost as if the
portraits mirror
your life struggle.
This is the life-and-
death sfrug‘gfe that
you're living
through, but this
other was the life
sm:ggfe_

PM: There is
.\[)ml:lhing S0 poig-
nant in a way about
every one of these
photographs,
because of how lit-
tle the subject
understands whar's
going to be—three
vears down the line,
OF ten years down
the line. It's like all
those pictures in the
ower in the Holo-
caust Museum from
that one rown in
Lithuania. Thou-
sands of pictures of
people who just
don't know whart's
about to happen.
We never do.
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GB: You know, you can paint a por-
trait obviously after death, after vou
Enow it all, but a photograph, you
only know what’s happened up to
then.

PM: You know that wonderful pic-
ture by Duane Michaels of the man
and woman on the bed sirting, and
whar’s written underneath it is, “We
were !1;]|'rp}' then. We were so happy.”
You could see it. I love thar picture.
And clearly, they’re not now—much
has happened.

I've had more of it in place than
maost people do—in terms of the
anchors: of my relationship, and my
house, and my doggies, and my work.
I mean there is something to fight for
I think so terribly back on my friends
who died of AIDS, who never really
found love in life. Really life in a way
missed them and they knew it. And
the struggle just became quickly
absurd.

GB: I bave a friend in Houston whose
30-year-old son was just killed in an
automobile accident. He didn’t have
to struggle with death—it was instan-
taneous, But with bim I bad this
sense of completion that none of us
know how long life is supposed to be.
And when you talk about bow your
life bas been full, and some of these
friends’ lives who died of AIDS did
not have what they should have bad.
But they could have lived to eighty—

PM: —and still not had it. I'm so
glad I had a chance to live in my for-
fies all these years, because it’s so
different and so wonderful. And there
ll.\ 50 f“llﬂ,’h maorg ‘i('lr ﬂ\-'i]ilﬂh ¢ 1O One.
And that's why it pains me when
people have to die ar rtwenty-six and
thirty-one. They didn't even have a
clue how very much life can marrer.

I remember this old French lady
told me once. She said, “I hope you
get to be as successful as you want 1o
be, and you are a wonderful writer.
Bur | promise you, if you gét to be
fifty, or fifty-five, you're going to
spend most of your time in the past.™
And she may have been saving this
more about herself than about me. But
she’s right. You spend an awful lor of
time in the past, trying not to be sad,
teying just to be there.

I always say about Qedipus, if the
Oracle at Delphi told you or the
Sphinx told you you're going to kill
your father and marry vour mother,
you ought to be very ¢ reful who you
kill and who you marry. And he's not.
He kills the king, because he gers
pissed off ar him on the road, because
filling up the road. And he goes to
Thebes and he marries this woman
whom he doesn’t know. Greek tragedy
is not about people who are cautious
because of what they know abour love
and life.

|PM walks out the door of the
room.| OK, I think I should lie down
for a half hour. | have all this medical
stuff to do.

GB: I think you showld, too. I want
to kiss you good-bye—for today...

Gay Block is an internationally exhibited
photographer and a recipient of National
Endowmaent for the Arts grants. Her book,
Rescwers: Portraits of Moral Courage in the
Holecaust, 1992 with writer Malka Drucker
coincided with the opening of Rescuers at
MoMa,
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The Art Guys Think Twice
at the Contemporary Arts
Museum, April 8-June 25,
1995

William R. Thompson

On Ocrober 18, 1963 Julian Wasser
photographed Marcel Duchamp play-
ing a game of chess with a nude
woman inside a gallery of the Pasa-
dena Art Museum. A memorable foot-
note in the history of contemporary
art, Wasser’s photograph also serves
as a vivid reminder of photography’s
wrical importance to performance
and conceprual art. For years, many
arrists whose work was temporary or
ephemeral in nature often turned o
photography and video as a means of
rur;nrding their actions, Others, such
as Duchamp, staged events and perfor-
mances exclusively for the camera or
took .u.l\'.'lr]t.'lgl.' of the device’s unique
ability 1o caprure a fleeting moment
and manipulate one’s perception of it.
Many of these documentary
sometimes the only surviving evidence
of a finished conceprual piece or per-
formance—have since become valued
as art objects i their own right, chal-
|;-r|gir1g traditional definitions of art
and further blurring the distincrion
berween concept and finished product.
Given its significance to the work of
conceptual and performance artists, it
is hardly surprising thar photography
has also been essential to the art of
Jack Massing and Michael Galbreth—
the collaborative pair of post-modern-
1sts better known to Houston andi-
ences as the Art Guys. Their frequent
use of the camera as both a documen-
tary tool and expressive device was
evident throughout “The Art Guys:
Think Twice,” a retrospective featur-
ing more than eighty works and
rwelve years of their creative eftorts
held at the Contemporary Arts
Museum this past summer.

Although the Art Guys did not
hugil] their wurking parhwrsihip until
adulthood, their unique artistic philos-
ophy—a combination of adolescent
enthusiasm, appreciation for the acci-
dental, and infatuation with mass
consumerism—is rooted in the homo-
geneous traditions of middle class
America in which both men were
raised. By coincidence or providence,
Massing and Galbreth shared several
commeon experiences while growing
up; they each came from families with
five children and were raised in whirte,
middle class homes. In addition,
they almost have the same birthday;
Massing was born on January 4, 1959
in Buffalo, New York, whereas
Galbreth was born on January &, 1956
in Philadelphia. Following their simi-
lar, yet largely inconspicuous upbring-
ings, the two men eventually made
their separate ways to Houston and in
the spring of 1982 met at the Univer-
sity of Houston'’s Lawndale Art and
Performance Cenrter. In 1983, Massing
and Galbreth first performed The Art
Guys Agree om Painting, a now
famous stunt in which they dipped
their right hands into buckets of paint
and then shook hands over a piece of

[
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paper; the action produced a “drip
painting” reminiscent of the work of
Jackson Pollock, but more important,
the seeds for a whimsical and J,I}'I'I.‘l]nil:
collaboration were sown. In the fol-
lowing year, Galbreth earned a Master
of Fine Arts degree from UH, and
Massing, following the advice of
sculptor James Surls, comp
undergraduate work there. Since then
the rwo men have abandoned their
respective identities as independent
artists and worked rogether under the
anonymous rubric of the Art Guys. As
curator Lynn Herberr 5u[;;;<,'5h:d in the
exhibition catalogue, however, their
collaboration may have predated their
initial meeting by more than twenty
years. On each of their respective

eted his

Asheville, North Carolina

birthdays in 1960—just 48 hours
apart—the parents of Massing and
Galbreth photographed their sons
wearing holsters and toy guns. “For
any other two adults, such a discovery
would be dismissed as mere |1;Ippcr1-
stance. The Art Guys, however, elect
to ponder the possibility of these
photographs representing the first *Art
Guys' work,” Herbert wrote. While
playing cowboy was a typical custom
for middle class boys in 1960s
America, the rwo phoetographs of
Massing and Galbreth wielding phallic
toy pistu]s foreshadowed their collabo-
rative explorations of other boyish
customs and perhaps even their deci-
sion to dwell in Texas, the stereotypi-
cal heart of the gun-toting Old West,
That the Art € Wys would consider
two old family snapshots as evidence
of their first project reveals just how
accidental and
ephemeral aspects of making art.
Indeed, a number of the works includ-
ed in “Think Twice” were made from
photographs resembling amareur snap-
shots taken by the artists or witnesses
to their performances. Although in the
case of performance art, the action is
usually considered the finished work,
Massing and Galbreth have sometimes
exhibired their documentary photo-
grupl‘l-; -.ﬂnng with the pl‘lys'u,‘:ﬂ
remains of past performances in order
to create new works of art. In Product
Test #1: Switcase Drag, Howston to
San Antonio, Highway 90A, 234.7
Miles, 1987, for example, the Art
Guys attached a red suitcase to the
bumper of a pick-up truck and

much they esteem the
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Michael Galbreth, age 4, birthday snapshot, January 6, 1960,

dragged it on the road in order to test,
not unlike obsessive consumer product
mspectors, its durability. Originally
intended for an exhibition at the Blue
Star Art Space in San Antonio, the
scarred suitcase was installed in
“Think Twice” alongside a commemo-
rative brass plaque and a Type C print
showing the performance in progress.
Photography has not only proven
(8] hl_' an L"‘rl,‘ﬂ;"]‘\'l: I'I'IJ.'l'I'I['H,I ['l‘ dﬂiL'lI—
menting such projects, but has enabled
the Art Guys to envision, through such

Jack Massing, age 1, birthday snapshot, lanuary 4,
1960, Tonawanda, N.Y.

techniques as collage and
montage, pn:pnli.'lh. thar
were difficult or impossi-
ble to carry out. In Swuit-
case Tower Maguette,
19935, another example
of their fascination with luggage, the
Art Guys created a miniature scale
maodel of a circular tower composed
;-ntin:l:r of Suitcases. A][hullgh a life-
size version has not been construcred,
the exhibition catalogue proved to be
the ideal venue for reproducing a
clever photographic montage showing
Massing and Galbreth trapped in the

placed their proposed proboscis in a
more serious art historical context by
juxtaposing their sketches to images
cut from magazines showing a vener-
ated presidential nose from Mount
Rushmore and a medieval bust miss-
ing its nose. Unlike the Art Guys’
ined Suitcase Towwer, this pmicu[
was realized for the exhibition in The
Big Sneeze, 1995, an enormous wall-
mounted nose which periodically
erupted, as the title implied, and
spewed forth green snot into a carch
basin on the floor. The work was an
appropriate testament to the Art Guys’
technical ingenuity as well as to their
childish attraction to disgusting things.
Yes, in the world of the Art Guys even
hlmgur.\ can be art,

The ability of the camera to record
a specific moment in time proved use-
ful in Balk Up for CAM, 1994-95, a
year-long project combining photogra-
phy, body art, and performance. In
this work the Art Guys embarked on
an ambitious regimen of dieting and
exercise to strengthen and tone their
bodies. Before beginning their work-
out routines, however, Massing and
Galbreth were photographed separ-
ately in poses emphasizing the appar-
ent flabbiness of their bodies. In these
two small gl.'l.ltin silver prints the
artists stood before the camera wear-
ing only jeans and old sneakers; the
]i].:htin].; C t."\.'L'l‘I}' |1|gh|ij_'|h[|.':l their
hunched shoulders, soft abdomens,
droopy evelids, and messy hair. In
short, both looked like [hq' could
barely get out of bed that morning,
much less lift a dumbbell. These
images were juxtaposed next to two
monumental photographs of Massing
and Galbreth taken following a year
of regular exercise. In these images the
Art Guys, clad only in Spandex shorts,
grin with satisfaction as they show off
ulpred pecs.
The year of exercise not only
improved their bodies bur apparently
sharpened their minds as well—gone
were the dimwitted facial expressions
and unkempt appearances of their for-
mer selves. The juxtaposition of these
two sets of photographs on the muse-
um wall parodicd the countless
“before and after™ images from adver-
tisements showing satished individuals
espousing the benefits of various

ima

their bulging biceps and s

The Art Guys, Suitcase Drag (from Houston to San Antonio), 1987

center of the tower maquette. In
another outlandish proposal ttled The
Big Sneeze from 101 of the World's
Greatest Sculpivre Proposals, 1991,
the Art Guys made use of appropriat-
ed photographic images glued to the
surface of a drawing outlining their
plan for the construction of a monu-
mental mechanical nose. _-'\.|[|1uug]'| the
project was intended 1o be funny, they
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miracle diets, pills, creams, and
exercise machines. As with many of
the Art Guys' projects, however, Bulk
Lip fur CAM was also rooted in the
artists’ culturally ascribed gender
roles; it both reflected and perpetuated
masculine obsession with physical
prowess and big muscles.

Not unlike many of their fellow
males the Art Guys have also had a




'|n|13.:-~\(;111di11;_: ru,-].][im]-;hip with
the medium of television. Some
of their projects, such as Lamb-
d_‘ups lf-ur the Motor f.‘r‘f_]'_ 1987-
88, have unlized video as a
means C]{ “'L'l]l'l.lnlll.; -151[1 rt'pili.'k.‘l_"lll‘;;"
past performances. Video fukebox, an
interactive display creared for the exhi-
bition, enabled visitors to sample from
a menu of more than a dozen short
videos includi

musical COMPOsItons,
documentary clips of past events and
performances, and even television
commercials, In Mugic for BB, 1983,
the earliest video in the jukebox,
Massing and Galbreth dropped BB
[1L‘|]l’.'[.‘b III'I'I.!II_!.;['I a 2.'_';1.‘»5 {“F'II“.‘I m lFl'llL'I'
to record, @ la John Cage, the musical
possibilities of non-musical objecrs.
Interestingly not all of the videos in
the jukebox were actually produced by
Massing and Galbreth. In Dyiming at
Denny's: Food for Thought, 1988, an
excerpt from a broadcase of relevision
Channel 13% program Cood Maorning
Houston, local reporters banrered
about the Art Guys' latest stunt—
sitting in a Denny's restaurant for
rwenty-four hours in order to com-
memorate the winter solstice—and
ironically, pondered whether or not
such an act was indeed art. Itis a
question that Massing and Galbreth
deliberately provoked in these and
other works.

While the camera is obviously an
mtegral component of the Art Guys'
oewvre, it does not dominare their
creative output. The Art Guys have
never favored one particular medium
owver another, bur instead have dabbled
n \."Lrul;1l|).' g-'\.'ur}'thing from painting
tor whittling. Hierarchical distinctions
berween different tools, marerials, con-
cepts, and approaches simply do not
apply to their work—they have been
immutably democratic in terms of
therr creative methodologies and ever-
willing to try new things. From time
to time they have reached into their
seemingly bottomless bag of tricks in
order to explore innovative approaches
to such established and frequently
U‘|I’.'li 1L'6.']'|l'|lL|l|l'N as .ll'.l'l'!f‘i'lpl'].l[i("'l.
Since appropriation, by definition,
involves taking something improperly
or withour permission, the Arr Guys
apparently could not resist crossing
the fine line separating artistic appro-
priation and outright thefr. Not
satisfied with merely appropriating
images of works of art, the Art Guys

h-l\'L‘ H(Fn{' S0 {;‘ll' as to nl;l]\'L' ;l(ll’.lﬂ 101ns
to existing works of art by other
artists and to ncorporate entire works
into their own creations. In Gorilla
Art, 1995, for example, Massing and
Galbreth temporanly artached two
mrmkn:).‘ topiarics to the |_\1||11 tree in

Mel Chin's monumental sculpture

e E X H I

Mawilla Palmi, 1978, installed on the
west lawn of the CAM. In a more
daring act, the Art Guys stole a small
Michael Tracy sculpture from their
Dallas-based art dealer Barry Whistler,
enclosed it within a glass vitrine, and
labeled it Approperiation #7, Barry
Whistler 12/3/91, 8:35am , 1991-94,
Incorporated into an Art Guy
blage, the Tracy sculpture lost its
autonomy as an individual work of

'S ASSEM

art: fetishized within its ].',lku..\ CAse, it
was reduced to the level of the stolen
athletic sock comprising Appropri-
ation #1, Ed Wilson 6/9/91, 6:45pm,
1991-94, In these works the Art Guys
combined a natural sense of |_11||_'ri||'
mischief with a Duchampian interest
in the meaning and aesthetics of com-
mon and unusual objects,

The Appropriations series also in-
cluded a variety of other small objects
claimed to have been taken from
different movers and shakers in the
Houston arr scene: a Neuberger
Museum pin from former CAM direc-
tor Suzanne Delehanty, a coffec mug
from current Museum of Fine Arts
director Peter Marzio, and a miniature
cello belonging ro former Diverse-
works director Caroline Huber and
her husband Menil Collection curator
Walter Hopps. Displaying stolen ob-
JECts in @ security conscious
museum, particularly when
several of the objects once
iy_—lt:ngcd to prominent

museum ]'.lr”rl"'!\l(?['l.ll'i. was
an act not LIL'ki['I!.’, m Irl'lll_'\'.
The stolen knick-knacks
not only questioned why
our culture values an object
which has been placed on a
pl‘lil‘bl-]l CIIILI liL'ri]IL'Rl as
“art,” but also addressed
the problematic issue of
culwiral theft and museum
complicity. Whether it is an
Impressionist masterpiece
confiscated from Nazi Ger
many or a humble coffee
mug appropriated for a
work of art, how does one
define and enforce the own-

T

l'l"||'l|'|'| 11" ‘»ll]l('['l pr|1|1|'r
Betrer vet, what is the role
of the museum in the
li(.'lhli(.'—'\'lLli”l ar pf_'l"l‘,lL'-
trator? Along this vein, the
Art Guys continued to poke
fun at the serious business
of museum security in On
Guard, 1995, a project
ir1'\.‘n|'\.‘i|11_', the “appropria-
tion”™ of members of the

The Art Guys, Blow Through Town, 1955

I O N S o

The Art Guys, Bulk Up for CAM, before and after photographs of a twelve-month body-conditioning project preparing for the
survey exhibition at CAM, culminating in an unveiling performance at LaBare, a ladies club in Houston, 1994-95

CAM staff. Depending on the day of
the week, visitors to the exhibition
would see museum guards singing,
wearing silly hats, or carrying plastic
ray guns. It was clear from this project

as '\.\'{.'t] as [h(.' !.,Ii‘
eves mounted on the exterior of the
building that the Art Guys enjoyed
remaking the museum’s stuffy image
into one more sympathenc to their

nr mechanical googly

world view,

Although “Think Twice™ show-
cased the work of the Art Guys in a
very privileged space—an elite art
muscum-—=some “f EE'I‘.' [K‘rfnrﬂl;uu‘n‘ﬁ
which coincided with the exhibition
involved activinies and locations with
more democratic appeal. In one such
performance titled Blow Through
1d Galbreth
walked through the streets of Houston
while using leaf blowers to blow

Towene, 1995, Massing :

Il'.l\'l‘b .lll(l rl’.‘l‘l]‘ﬂ.‘ FI'[F[“ one 'I'IL'i‘L',th]T
hood to the next. The Art Guys began
their odyssey at the corner of
Lawndale and Dismuke—the site
where they first met in 1982—and
ﬁ,'(!['l[il'll](‘l.J fo “'Cl“‘i Nl'\'{'f;ll fl'l[h'.‘» T ll“.'
“Art Guys World Headquarters,” their
current studio in the Heights section
of Houston. In between these two
locations, Massing and Galbreth
walked through such neighborhoods
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as Chinatown, the
mostly African-
American Fourth
Ward, and the ourskirrs
of posh, overwhelming-
ly white River Oaks. Although these
communities are isolated from one
another because of racial, economic,

d social barriers, the Art Giuys drew

attention to their close physical prox-
imiry and conceprually linked them
through the act of blowing debris
from one block to the next. By using
leaf blowers, the Art Guys further col-
lapsed racial stereotypes by placing
themselves in the role often associared
with Mexican-American laborers who
are seen everyday in Houston wielding
the devices while rending the vards of
affluent residents, Like many of the
Art Guys® projects, however, Blow
Thraugh Tows also followed in the
footsteps of other conceptual artists—
particularly Joseph Beu
Long, and Dennis ('l]wpunhm|I'|—--\\'|'|c:

have also practiced walking as a
11]t‘thl]li U‘[‘ |E'|.!L'.il'|_\1.; art.

Although “art™ and “guys"” are
two words that do not ni\-.'ﬁ:\.'-i mix,
Massing and Galbreth seem to have
discovered the formula for auu_':'l.-.l'u”_\.'
integrating their jobs as artists with
l]'IL'if N[N.'].-'ll fl]‘l{.‘.\ a5 Men. -[.hl.' lLTIiEEllL'
duality of their collaboration has
enabled them to accomplish together
what few other artists have been able

to do alone. Their work is conceptual-
Iy rich and sophisticated enough to
satisfy the most jaded theo
reticians, yet it is firmly root-
ed in the populist rraditions
of middle class A
Throughout their oetiere the
Art Guys have paid homage
to Duchamp, Fluxus, Cage,
and Klein, but equally as
important, thq' have found
rich meaning in such everyday
cultural effluence as baseball,
Coca-Cola, and Camel ciga-

F1Ca.

rettes, In shore, virmually any-
one can find meaning in their
work, The Art Guys may
indeed celebrate immarturity,
the unconventional, and con-
sumer excess, but like devout
post-modernists, they do so in
order to question canomcal
standards and doctri
Despite their sophomoric
antics and slapstick sense of
humor—or better yet, because
of them—the Art Guys have
made some very serious art,

C5.

William R. Thompson is the
Curatorial Assistant for Twentieth
Century Art and Textiles and
Costume at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston.



Andres Serrano, Piss Christ, 1987, original in color

INTERVIEW WITH

ANDRES SERRANO

SEPTEMBER 28,

1995

David L. Jacobs

Editor’s Note: This interview was
conducted in confunction with

the Comtemporary Arts Musenm
retrospective “ Andres Serrano:
Works 1983 - 1993,” September 30 -
November 26, 1995,

DLJ: We should start with Piss Christ,
since it’s the cause celebre. Obvionsly
the picture bas brought you a lot of
notoriety. How has it affected vour
career, both positively and negatively?

Serrano: Well, It put me in a much
greater arena as an artist. [ attract an
audience that sometimes knows very
little about art, but is curious to see
my work because they have heard
about it. I'm grateful for that. I never
wanted to make work thar would only
appeal to one specific audience—espe-
cially an art audience. [ prefer to get
people from all walks of life and with
all kinds of backgrounds to come to
sce the work. | get a very diverse audi-
ence. Thart's something very positive
and real thats happened. And 1 have
made tons of money because of the
notoriety—which is fine—but it’s not
like living on Easy Street. Ar this point
in my life I struggle—everything is a
struggle. An artist never knows, no
matter who he or she is, established or

10

not—you never know what kind of
income you're gonna have. It's nor
fixed.

DLJ: Warbol's fifteen minutes of
fame—you never know when it’s
going fo run out,

Serrano: | never know from month
to month whart kind of income I'm
going to draw. I'm in a very privileged
position because I'm able to survive
off my work, and that's a very forru-
nate thing. Many artists have to do
something else in order to live. So, in
that respect, the controversy has
helped me a lot.

DLJ: What about the down side?
Other artists and photographbers
sometimes get identified with a few
images or a signature style, and it’s
very difficult to break out into differ-
ent kinds of approaches, genres,
subjects. Has the fame of Piss Christ
become a barrier?

Serrano: Not for me or for the
audience. Initially, people come
because thc':."\-'r,' heard of Piss Christ.
There’s a lot of people who know of
Piss Christ but they don’t necessarily
know my work, and when they come
to a show like this they are able to see
a greater range. I've never felr like a
“one shot™ artist, or locked into Piss

Christ. I've always maintained a dis-
tance from it. And the audience has
reacted very strongly to the larer
works that have come after Piss Christ
such as The Klan, The Nomads, and
especially The Morgue series. 1 think
that at this point my reputation for

a lot of people is based not on Piss
Christ but what has followed,

DLJ: Does the ongoing controversy
over Piss Christ surprise you, or the
fact that ten years later it remains
in the minds of people who want to
eliniinare the NEA?

Serrano: You know, the controversy
when it first broke out surprised and
shocked me. But, after | saw the way
things were going, | realized that the
Piss Christ controversy was a circus
which had nothing to do with me. It
had a life of its own and which would
go on even without my participation
ell, it's

in it So, imitally 1 said, *
going away, it's going away.” And

then something would happen to bring
it back again—Jesse Helms wouldn't
let it go, especially during re-election
rime. Now, years later, Newt Gingrich
1% ml:'nq,: up Jesse’s mantle. So, ir is
something thart is not a part of my life
at this point. When 1 hear Piss Christ
being brought up again, 1 feel some-
what removed from ir.

DLJ: But, of course, it happened
again in 1994, when the National
Council rescinded a grant that was
recommended by the NEA Peer Panel.
Were you surpmsed last year too, or
at this point were you expecting con-
troversy?

Serrano: | was surprised that the
NEA panel recommended me, and not
quite as surprised when the National
Council voted to deny me the grant.
There were lawyers from different
organizations who wanted to pursue
it. But the NEA has not been really an
active part of my life, so, 1 didn’t care
to pursue it any further in the legal
system,

DLJ: What was the Council’s ratio-
nale for the reversal ?

Serrano: It was a matter of quality.
DLJ: Which work was presented?

Serrano: The portraits. [ really fele
like a scapegoat because even though
they denied it was for political rea-
sons, | was sure if any other artist had
submitted that work it would not have
received the same sort of scrutiny. And
the council was well aware that my
work was going to come up before-
hand, and they had gotten shides of
work that had nothing to do with my
original application to review when
My name came up.

DLJ: When going through your retro-
spective, | conldn’t belp wondering
what all the fuss was about. The
images don’t seem especially tough.

Serrano: In fact, my work is not all
that tough. I wish it were tougher. A
lot of times people come to see the
shows and they wonder whart all the
fuss is about.

DILJ: Maybe if Piss Christ was a
painting, rendered in acrylics...
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Serrano: Yeah, if Piss Christ were a
painting, and if Piss Christ had not
been titled Piss Christ.

DLj: .-\Tci:.'f::' Gatorade Christ. To
what degree do these isswes revolve
around the representational status of
the photographic image? The fact
that there was a real thing being
phatographed?

Serrano: Absolutely. A real thing—
even when it’s an absolute lie. Even
when 1t's \1||?t|}' fabricated—like when
I do it or Joel-Peter Witkin or Cindy
Sherman—it seems real ro the auds-
ence. It's hard not to respond in a
more visceral way than you would
with a painting.

DLJ: The photographs are beautiful
ona fmfmcif level. But isn't there a
problent with what Sontag called
“The Beauty Treatment” when it is

. ‘z_ppff('d ta the grolesdqiee or the dpﬂ:l’f-

fing? 1 think, for example, of the pho-
tograph of the My Lai Massacre that
appeared on the cover of Life maga-
zine: in 1968 a beantiful colored
photograph, elegantly composed of
mangled bodies. Given the subject
matter, do some of vour photographs
risk being overly aestheticized? Do
the formal elements diminish the
subject matter, the content?

Serrano: No, they’re not overly aes-
theticized. It amazes me thar people
call me such a perfectionist when it
comes to lighting and that my tech-
nique is so aestheticized—in reality my
lights are very, very simple. It’s not like
I went into The Morgue, it's not like 1
took these people from the morgue
and rook them into a fancy, super-
duper studio with $50,000 lights like
Annie Leibowitz.

DLJ: Well, vou don't need fancy
lighting for them to be aestheticized.

Serrano: They're not fashion shors,
they're not beauty shots—they're arrt,
and I try to light it well and I try to do
a good job. They're not over aestheti-
cized ar all. It's just that some people
feel uncomfortable because they’re not
the sort of morgue shots that you
would see in a book of forensic
pathology or the My Lai picture or
Eddie Adams’ shot of the execution.
That’s one approach to death, and
there are others. Mine is one of many.

DLJ: Your approach tends heavily
toward the abstract, both in the
formal sense, and in that you've
abstracted parts from larger wholes.
Burnt to Decath 1 1s a tightly selected
slice (pardon the expression) from the
whole. The effect, at least to my eves,
is one of abstraction that verges on
aestheticization of the subject.

Serrano: ||.[mk, I don't know whar
you expect.] In the morgue series | |
initially was photographing people
from a greater distance so that you
could see, if not the entire body then
three-quarters or half the body. Then
I started to zero in on my subjects,
realizing that sometimes you could
tell more about the whole from a
detail. 1 did with The Morgue whar
I often do with a lot of my subjects:
monumentalize them, make them big-
ger than life, even more than in The
Klan images.

I'm also looking ar composition.
I'm looking for abstraction and repre-
sentation in my compaosition. Yes, you



Andres Serrano, The Morgue (Infectious Preumonia), 1992, original in
color

can get so close up to someone that
the image becomes very abstracted,
such as the inside of the man’s rib cage
in Brarst to Death 1 where it’s only
red. The organs have been cleaned
away and if you lock at it, it’s a lot of
red, it’s like little objects floating in
space almost. It's a very abstract image
until you know what it is.

DLJ: Right. And I couldn’t know
what this image was unless you
explained it to me.

Serrano: You know, I did some
images like thar—super close ups of
organs and body parts—but when |
did the show, 1 decided to do them
more representationally. [ chose to go
the other route—to be able to not only
inform the audience, bur to be able 1o
hit the audience over the head with
what they were looking at...

DLJ: I would bave no idea what this
image was if you bad not just
e',rj}fain('d it to me. But, _,'}en;;fe seralle-
ing into the exhibit don’t bave you
sitting there explaining it for them.
What are they to make of this?

Andres Serrano, Nomads (Sir Leanard), 1990, original in color

Serrano: I'd say
you would have to
ﬁp_urt: out what
part of the body
this is. Bur, it's
true. | don’t want
to make art thar
I'Il'f."ti‘i a text. ] h-'l\'L'
the titles. That’s
enough informa-
rion. You don't
need to know, nec-
essarily, that The
Nomiads, the

homeless portraits
thar | took, were
inspired by
Edward Curtis’s
phtarngr;lphs. of
Mative Americans... So, that’s why
maost of the images in The Morgue are
not like Burst to Deatk 1. This is
very atypical. In most of them ir is
very easy to establish what they are.
For me, this is an abstract image, Ah-
straction is one of the tools of, if not
photography, certainly painting and
art, and I have always referred to
myself as an artist rather than a
photographer. So, besides my interest
in representation, | have also always
been interested in abstraction. So this
piece for me may function purely as
abstraction,

DLJ: Is that true of much of your
work?

Serrano: To an extent.

DLJ: The same dynamic is at work
in an image like this as Death by
Drowning 2. 't very drawn to this
image because of the ambiguity in
it—it becomes so many different
things to me.

Serrano ot u[1|3' that—a lot of
rimes, people don't know whar they're

looking at, not because they're igno-

rant but because the camera lies, If 1
were to ask you, you would probably
say this was a black man. This was
not a black man. This was a white
man who drowned. And, as a result of
being in the water for several days, his
skin started to turn black and purple
and green and blue. Bur, thar sort of
information is not in the photograph.
I have to tell you. Bur, it's not impor-
rant. You can appreciate it as a human
being, black or white.

DLJ: American culture is such a bizarre
conglomerate of taboos and violence:
the old dance of evos and thanatos. You
get in big trouble if you do a Piss Christ
or if you try to represent sexuality on a
television screen, and yet the most egre-
gions forms of violence are routinely
seen in the media.

Serrano: I just find that this society
15 a lot more prudish abour things like

and death than Europe. | found
that my work has been appreciated in
Europe and seen in a different light
than here. All you have to do is watch
TV and you see naked women, you
see breasts, YOu Se¢ a greater accep-
tance of the body than in the States. |
have had many shows of The Morgie
in France, |t;||!'1 and most rt:t.'unl]y in
Scotland, in Montreal. And yet, “The
Morgue™ has been seen in its entircty
{mly once in the U.S., at the Paula
Cooper Gallery, and now we have a
few pictures in this retrospective.

50X

DLJ: I confess to baving problems
with The Nomads series, the portraits
of the homeless, because they decon-
textualize the subject, much like
Irving Penn did in Worlds in a Small
Room and Avedon in In the American
West. They both set their subjects up
against neutral backgrounds in
portable studios and shot them as if
for the pages of Vogue. Why do you
adopt something like this strategy in
The Nomad images?

Serrano: Everyone has probably
gone into a studio at one time
or another and had their picture
taken, That series was mspired
h}' Edward Curtis, who had a
traveling studio in his covered
wagon, and who photographed
these people because he wanted
to document what he called a
vanishing race. The Penn and
Avedon work [ know, and I like
it. The only difference is that
since Penn did his work we've
seen many fashion photographs
where women were placed
.1|u||§::.‘id[' native tribes and
native peoples, and | think if
vou were to do that with the
homeless it would be seen as
very insensitive.

DILJ: Why is that?

Serrano: If you were to take
homeless people and use them
as backdrop material and put
beautiful white women, dressed
in luscious outfits for Vogue
magazine, that would be insen-
sitive. Penn's photographs have
evolved into that, What Avedon
did was quite good, but he was
photographing mostly white
Americans, lower to middle
class—working class, sometimes
lower. 1 simply wanted to give a
face and a name to the invisible
p(l[}r—th:.' Fll'_'{]rﬂ{.' W See L"\.'L'T}'
day on the way to the subway,
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in the streets, that we really don't
see—that we have to, for whatever
reason, block out. And, so, like | said
before—everyone else has their picture
taken in the studio at one tme or
another, so why can't the homeless be
seen in that context, too? And, ula-
mately, the real aim was to do what |
felt were portraits that did them jus
tice. For me, isolating them in a stu-
dio-like context was the way that |
wanted ro go abour doing ir.

DLJ: You mentioned Curtis as an
influence. From a historical point of
view this 1s a troublesome influence,
bath because Curtis manipilated

his subjects in some serious ways,
and because what emerged was a
romanticized mythology that anthro-
prologists, bistorians and Native
Americans bave vigorously ques-
tioned.

Serrano: But, 1 don't think of Curtis
as la;-ing an ;1nr|1rnpu|=:g1'-n, documen-
tary photographer, or a photojournal-
ist. He does the same [hil'lt_'; IIUL’['PL‘T&T
Witkin and Cindy Sherman do, the
same thing I do. He's just a post mod-
ernist taking photographs, fabrications
of Native Americans in costumes in a
way that most photo arrists do now.
They just construct a new reality. |
don’t think of Curtis as a documentary
photographer, 1 think of him as an
artist. All T know is that when T w3
kid growing up, the only images that |
ever saw of Native Americans were on
TV, and they were seen as savages that
had to be completely exterminated for
their own good and for the good of
the White man. [ infinitely prefer to
embrace Curtis’s vision rather than
that one.

a

DLJ: But, isn’t there an element of
ethics that is problematic with what
Curtis did with the Indians and per-
haps what you ave doing with sowe
of your subjects? lsswes of buman
appropriation, of using people
toward gquestionable ends?

Serrano: Mo, That's the nature of
photography—it’s all manipulation.
Even the photojournalist manipulates
g]l](l {lil][ri!l‘j \'\'hﬂt ]'IL' PI'H'Itl];.’.I'LI'I'!l'I‘».
And, in the end, it's what he or she
edits.

DLJ: True, there are degrees of manip-
ulation. But some photographers are
more manipudative thar others,

Serranoe Curtis made his sitrers
look good, and what’s wrong with
thar?

DLJ: That’s what vou're doing with
the bomeless?

Serrano: Exactly.

DL]J: 8o, I come in off the street, kind
of like I come in and look at some of
The Morgue series, and what do you
want me to get from those pictures of
The Nomads.

Serrano: | would like for people to
respond, hopefully in a posi

Ve Way.
Bur mostly, to just respond. That's
always been my intent—to not only
get the audience in there, but to get
the audience to react. The reaction is
entircly up to them...

David L Jacobs is chair of the University of
Houston Art Department. He co-curated “Ralph
Eugene Meatyard: An American Visionary,” and
contributed to its catalog.
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Memory/Reference:

The Digital Photography of
Martina Lopez, The Art
Institute of Chicago, Sept.16,
1995-January 28, 1996

K. Johnson Bowles

Editor's Note: Martina Lopez's exhibi-
tion “Generations of the Family
shown in HCP's Gallery X in
ApriliMay, 1992, Her work is also
represented in “Metamorphoses:
Phatagraphy in the Electronic Age.’

as

Seven large-scale photographs by
Martina Lopez fill the David C. and
Sarajean Ruttenberg Gallery of The
Art Institure of Chicago. The hues are
striking, intense and somewhar discor-
dant—sienna, sepia, green, blue, black,
and whirte. A visitor in a nervous
defensive voice blurts out, “the color
juxtaposition bothers me.” She may
also be responding to the evocarive
and haunting images. Vast, layered
andscapes that stretch bevond the
imposing dark clouds on the horizon
both forbid and forebode, Unknown
ancestors wander .'lilﬂl(‘.‘i‘il:\.‘ in desolate
terrain and old cemeteries like the
“un-dead™ with self-absorbed stares
and actions. Martina Lopez crafts
densely layered images of the sublime
and romantic, slightly surrealistic vet
ﬁllh[l}' jaded and fuﬂc.\:r. The rableaux
form an imagined nostalgia in a gothic
arcadia where nineteenth century liter-
ature and landscape painting meet
rwenticth century surrealism and the
suburban tourist,

Lopez has created digitally-assisted
images since 1986. Spurred by the
death of her father and perhaps the
memories surfacing after the loss of a
loved one, her first montages com-
bined snapshots from family photo
albums. Lopez wished to reconstruct
images from her own memories. Since
then she has broadened her sources to
include photographic portraits of
unidentified |‘Jr_'u|,‘||l: from the turn-of-
the-century collected from second-
hand stores. For Lopez, the resulting
works are “a way to create a collective
history, one that would allow people
to bring their own memories to my
work.™ The scenes are far too anony-
mous and distane to recall an individ-
ual’s specific memaories bur this is not
where the intriguing and resonating
aspects of her work lie.

One aspect of Lopez's “collective
history™ involves imagined nostalgia
for the life of ancestors and a life at
one with nature. In landscapes with
few reminders of human impact, the
ﬁgurch seem o be |.'mu'nting and |m]1_-
ing for a relationship with their sur-
roundings. Lopez’s figures are formally
dressed— rr_'.'!d:\-' for rituals [-.\'t:dgiillg,;.\,
parties, and the like) not in overalls,
boots, aprons, and bonnets. Nature as
religious renewal has long been a pre-
occupation with the post-industrial
world especially in the United Stares.
Even Thomas Jefferson’s ideal of
“agrarian life™ ascribed the benefir of
a closer relationship with God as a
result of working the land.' However,
in a recent New York Times Magazine
article, *The Trouble with Wilder-
ness,” William Cronon contends “{we)
pretend our real home is in the wilder-
ness... Ever since the nineteenth centu-
ry, celebrating wilderness has been an
activity mainly for well-to-do city
folks. Country people generally know
far too much about working the land
[13] rcg.u'd unworked land as their
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Martinez Lopez, In View of the Heart, 1, 1995, original in color

ideal.”* Furthering this sense of imag-
ined nostalgia is the ime period
Lopez’s figures represent—Ilate nine-
teenth and early rwentieth century. For
many people today these are not peo-
ple we would have ever met as they
appear in the images. The memaory
and nostalgia springs from seing simi-
lar photographs not from being a
participant in the rime period. Cronon
astutely explains this phenomenon of
imagined nostalgia, “as we gaze into
the mirror it holds up for us, we too
easily imagine that what we behold is
nature when in fact we see the reflec-
tion of our awn longing and desires.™
This imagined nostalgia is also
heightened by other de 5. Through
her use of dark clouds, cemeteries and
black-and-white images of people
from another age, Lopez appropriately
thrusts the viewer into a bathetic goth-
ic novel in order to further stir emo-
tions of sentimentality, pity and fear,
She plays on fears of the unknown,
the “un-dead,” and the possible price
paid in the afrerlife for earthly sins.
Have Lopez’s landscapes been desolar-
ed by humans? Are the figures actually
specters giving warning? Have souls
been bartered? Arr Institute Curator of
Photography, Sylvia Wolf seems to
concur, “All of her characters are on
hold, suspended in a purgatory where
desire 15 contained |1).' starch and wha

e
bones and where romance is overshad-
owed by death.”™ With a combination
of strangeness of images and a wonder
that digital imagery and technology
UF‘L‘II l,‘\'['ll'GL'S‘ I.[IFI'."'{.‘{\ \'.mrk Pr(!dl_lu(_‘!i a
thrill not uncommon to tales of terror
in the sensational gothic tradition. The
work's sincerity as well as its gentle,
refined rone thankfully saves it from
any comparison to the B-movie rendi-
tions of these tales.

Addinionally, Lopez’s work is root-
ed in traditions of nineteenth century
Romanticist painting. For Lopez’s
purposes Romanticism lends it self
perfectly to the concepts of Arcadian
landscape myth and imagined nostal-
gia. Visually she finds kindred spirits
in nineteenth century landscape paint-
ing especially with Cloister Graveyard,
it the Snow, ¢. 1817-19 by Caspar
David Friedrich. Art historian
Frederick Hartt's evaluation of the
nineteenth century p:lintl.'r and his
work could easily describe Lopez’s
work. He writes, “Friedrich was by
inclination m:.'|:1|1q,'11n|3'1 even pg-s;ai—
mistic, and his landscapes are always
concerned with an immense and
impersonal world, responsive to no

human emotion save sadness.”™ In
Lopez’s work only cemeteries have
lush green flora and though figures are
associated ]33—' proximity T|1|_'3.' do not
interact. Many figures seem like lost
souls as in Promising the Past, 1, 1995
where
seems to have stopped dead in her
tracks, holds her hand to her chest and
appears to look out into the distance
dazed and alone. Again, the Arcadian
landscape myth resurfaces. Making a
connéction with nature means making
a connection with cach other. Humans
are of nature. The ﬁgurt:'e. gaze and

a woman in a distant graveyard

gestures are concerned with personal
lamentartion and loss for others. Here
there is a longing to know another,
perhaps to know parents, grandpar-
ents, brothers, sisters, friends. Thus a
connection to the land is also a con-
nL'L'[il}Il [ {4) l]llr!i(.'t\'f_"i .'II'Ili ii:I'IL'T‘i.

Hartr stares that Friedrich’s sense of
alienation and clarity of technique
foreshadows Surrealism.” The past,

EVen in art ||i‘i|=:r3', follows Lopez like
a shadow. From the nineteenth century
landscape painters such as Friedrich,
to the photographic montages of
Henry Peach Robinson (especially
F:J.rfin.u Asvay, 1858) and pamtings h}'
surrealists Giorgio de Chirico and
Salvador Dali to the photographs of
Jerry Uelsmann there is long line of
connections. Andy Grundberg and
Kathleen Gauss's assessment of the im-
portance of surrealism is p.idicul.}r]y
applicable to Lopez’s work. “...Sur-
realism offered a means. This arrack
on the photographic veracity, then is
not confined to the 1940s but extends
thruugh the 1950s, the 1960s, and
even into the work of artists of the
1980s. While these photographers
share no !iil1l,{|t,‘ .\t!']l,‘. common belief,
or orientation, in one way or another
the transcendence of photographic
truth, and the pur.t.uir of a -i).'r:]hn|i|; or
interpretative imagery, is key to all.”
Also relating to the surrealistic tone
of Lopez’s work and her desire to
remain accessible is Naomi Rosen-
blum’s c.\'p]nn-.ninn of the montage
technique by avant garde artists in the
early rwentieth century. “The creation
of a new visual entity from existing
materials appealed to the avant-garde
artists because it was a technique
employed by naive persons to create
pictures—a folkeraft, so-to-speak—
and in part because it used mass-pro-
duced images and therefore did not
carry the aura of an elitist activiry.™
Lopez not nn|:\.' utilizes this “folkeraft
technique™ of montage, but furthers
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the notion of accessibility to the gener-
al public by making her images appear
as if they were hand-colored and using
family album photographs. Interest-
ir)gh; L'tJ]li!l.{lllH .t.ll.L]_'J:.huTs and p|mlta-
graphic portraits and then applying
color has been a popular hobby that
many have :.'ni{]}'g'd since the nine-
teenth century as evidenced by the
works of Lady Filmer in the 1860s. In
[]'Liﬁ SEnse i[ must I’L‘ Seen as |'J'l|rl‘l1“it'"l||
for Lopez's work to sometimes appear
to look “cut out.” In Promising the
Past, 2, 1995 the figure edges are

more like outlines than contour lines.
l“ll‘lg{.’.\ Cut on Contour Il]'ll'& \\'iilll(i
enable the disparate images to blend
together more seamlessly as with the
H'n;hniqut: aof Jerry Uelsmann.

Indeed accessible, Lopez's images
also allude to rourist photographs. In
presentation, the phnn]gr.lphiu prints
float on a black background just abour
the size of a slide projected for the
slide shows of the suburban tournst
latest travels. The repetitive technigue
of figure in foreground and landscape
in the background is reminiscent of
the travel snapshot. Bizarrely enough
the style, the monumentality of the
figures with rigid gazes in black-and-

i AINSE A RlL'C[Plei\ L'|:\.' L'I‘J'IIIJ‘L'(.I

y in Lopez's In View of the
Heart, 1, 1995 parallels painfully close
postcard images of Mount Rushmaore,
It conjures up memories of the count-
less acquisitive photographs raken at
the scenic lookour. The obvious for-
mula of her images is purposeful and
again points to the concepr of the Ar-
cadian myth and imagined nostalgia.

At first glance it might be casy for
the casual viewer to angrily dismiss
Lopez’s work because “the color jux-
taposition bothers me.” Other viewers
may even enjoy them with a smile for
the thrill and sensationalism of her
Images and technique. There 15 com-

F‘JT[ .'Il]tl L'.‘uL'-'IF‘l' |r1 ir11:1!.;1llﬂj 'II(”'[HI LAk
Both responses offer truth and points
of entry for further contemplation if
the viewer is open to confronting the
unknown and often little understoond
Spects of the nature of life and rela-

rionships. Lopez skillfully and cleverly
weaves aspects of our “*collective his-
tory™ into images that are pensively
quiet and mysterious yet also ques-
rions and make judgment abour our
“collective hit;t::ry" too. She accom-
plishes the task with experience, seri
ousness and skill and a bit of the
kitsch and famihar,
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Tina Modotti: Photographs

at The Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, December 17, 1995 -
February 25,1996. Also at
Philadelphia Museum of Art
September 16 - November
26,1995 and San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art,
March 28 - June 2, 1996

Robert D'Attilio

Art and politics swirled through
the life of Tina Modotti in oppo-
site directions. She started out as
an actress and a photographer;
burt she ended in the domain of

politics, a dedicated Communist
and Sovier agent. During the
short time that she worked with-
in the field of photography
(1923-1930), Modotti united
[h‘L'&L' (3{[L'|| Lll];]er'I.‘vl'”"l' f('r\,'l.'&'
to create an exceptional body of
work that has never been quite
!'u||:\' :1]33:r<-|;i:1n_'g|, that is ;1]\\'93'-\
been in danger of being over-
H]l;lﬂl[’\\'l‘lj h) th' .\IH'L'[HI.'“IJF
drama of her life.

As the 100th year of her birth
approaches, The Philadelph
Museum, under the guest cura-
[u|'_-.|1l]‘- of Sarah Lowe, has
mounted a major retrospective
of Modott’s photographs.
Conraining more than one-half
of Modotti's total output, it is
by far the most comprehensive

C.\'hil)l‘ lft‘ |iﬂ'f \\[Fl’l’i lh-'l: I'li‘.‘b cver
been assembled and presents a
long overdue opportunity to see
the full range of Modotti's work.
Maodotti, long considered in
America as a minor and exonc
addendum to the history of photo-
graphy, has sprung up from her semi-
ﬂ]‘l\'.\d."ll
fgure. As little as ten vears ago,
scarcely any accurare information was
available abour Modorti, bur since
then we have been overwhelmed with
a-mainstream, multi-lingual flood of
publications dealing with her life and
work: five biographies, two novels

ty to become a captivating

{one bestseller 1ore than a half-
dozen exhibition catalogs and confer-
ence proceedings, countless magazine
and newspaper articles appearing in
English, German, Italian, Spanish.
Much of this attention was at the
L'XI‘|L'|].‘|I.' ‘Jr hl'r ﬂ‘.'l'll-'ll \\'[Trl{ m Fhl]tf!;:—
raphy, Modotti became, in Lowe’s
paradoxical phrase, ‘the best known
unknown photographer.” This exhibit
will help to counterbalance the drama
of her life with the \\'Q‘i!,{]'IE of her
work.

l. SOCIAL DOCUMENTS

Some cynical scholar once said that
we look at the past not with our eves
bur with our prejudices. It wouldn’t
surprise him thar Modortris work has
been plagued by a powerful double
whammy; the prejudices of the art
world and the prejudices of politics.

Modorri's photographs first found
their way into significant photographic
collections, MoMA and George
Eastman House, because of personal
associations. The prints came as gift:.
from Edward Weston and his family
(Modorn, as 1s well known, had

been his model, mistress, '.1]3|7rt'n[i|_'(',
colleague, friend); the curaror, in each
instance, was Beaumont Newhall,
Wesron's great friend and admirer. As
a result the vague sense emerged with-
in the photographic community thar
Modotti was a derivative photo-
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Tina Modotti, Bandolier, Corn, Guitar, 1927
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mnda

grapher, admitted because of whom
she knew and not on the basis of her
OWI \IN]‘1J]|. I ]1]‘| IL"ij r(ar SO fume fo
an under valuation of and condescen-
sion toward her work.,

Modori’s own |'J(B|ill|_"; further com-
plicated marters. Her work, aided by
her influential connections to the cul
tural left, was originally accepted with
enthusiasm in America. She received
notice in |1'.1[|=11|.: cultural journals: she
was the first photographer to appear
on the cover of the politically radical
Neww Masses; and she participated in
several influential photo exhibitions.*
Eventually, the depth and seriousness
of her involvement as a militant com-

munist turned her into an awkward
figure to deal with in the United Stares
{She had been a leading figure in such
anti-American organizations as Manos
frera de Nicaragua and Liga anatiim-
perialista de las Americas.)

Dee ]('.'qsp rold 5:
the late 1940s, while working in the
photography department of MoMA,
Dee Kapp told Sarah Lowe thar she
abandoned her rescarch on Modotti
after being warned that the political
content of the work would draw
unwelcome attention in the current
anti-communist climate. Moreover
;‘u.'curding o K;app, the fear of
MecCarthyism became so pervasive

ra Lowe that in

odotti

that when twenty-cight Modotti prints
(of the thirty-four thar MoMA has)
were handed to the front desk furtive-
Iy and anonymously in the late 1950s
in order to avoid problems and
accessioned only six vears later,’

Modott’s controversial politics
caused most American p|u|tugr,|p|1in;
critics and curators to push the subject
clumsily aside. Many times they were
usually quite inept in considering the
reality of her politics; the general
:.|||‘1.\hnd Sense l]t-in].', that Modotti’s
politics somehow interfered with her
‘artistry.” But, to impose art history
alone upon Modorri's photography
leads to evident distortions; important
historical and social aspects are care-
lessly dismissed or considered insig
nificant. Conspicuous examples can
be easily found in major photographic
SOUrCes.

John Szarkowski in his influential
Loaking at Photographs (he picked
one of Modoni'’s stairs images to
be included in his choice of 100
ﬁigniﬁcnn[ p]unmgmphs from the
MoMA collection) could banter
about Modotti in aimless fashion:

“Most af Tina Modotti’s work that
is known to the photography world
was done in Mexico in the years 1923
thronugh 1926 when she lived and
worked with Edward Weston.
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She apparently continued to
work after 1926, at least
wntil 1930, when she was
deported for Communist
activity...

Although it is donbiless
(or praobably) irrelevant to
the issue at band, Modoeti
was swrely one of the most
fascinating women of her
tirrie, even ivithout reference
to ber talent as an artist. She
was...a sometime revolution-
ary ['.f;}' d{'sf"gn or b)' CIrcHm-
stance, or both)...Kenneth
Rexroth identified ber as a
Kallantai type, and was
tervified...”

The curators of the major
traveling exhibition,
“Cubism and American
I’hutugr.aphy, 1910-1930
(1981/82) were prescient
enough rto include her work,
but in their q_'-,lt.||ug thq‘}' con-
descended to Modotti with
the political correctness of a
different generation:

“She was a bright, bard
working student, although
her work was often deriva-
e r?f};e'r teacher's(i.e,
Weston)... Modotti who
became a Commumnist after
Weston left Mexico, was
argunably closer to the every-
day life of the country...
Madarti'’s photagraphic style
weakened after Weston's
departitre and ber turn
toward radical politics.™

The Italian writer Maria
Caroma read a |3(|Iiti|_',1|
mative into the ending of the
legend of Tina and Edward,
casting Weston as a neurotic aesthere,
who had detoured Modotti from
finding her way as a political artist
and communist mulicant: “ Weston-
above all with bis visceral American
anti-communisn that slowly created
arn insurmountable barrier in bis rela-
tions with Tina-"" Weston as a proto-
MacC .'.1rr|'a‘_riu_' lover is just a bt far-
fetched.

More I'L'L'L"III]:\-', the nored Weston
scholar Amy Conger has struck an
oddly chiding maternalistic tone about
Maodortis politics :

Modotti “possibly...even felt an
affinity for people on the streets,
thrich could be seen as consistent with
ber later association with the
Communist Party.”

“Lastly, I believe that the skeletal
simplicity and nobility of Weston's
If:fft?frrgr::j.l.’;s rJII( her as well as his refer-
ences to ber in bis daybooks have
made Tina exceptionally relevant
Hlulﬁ}' instead rrf .‘Jg-m_s: another exotic
and old-fashioned leftist.”

Can one truly appreciate a political
artist while |JL'||n|i|1].', her P(BIilil,"u 50
off-handedly.

Finally, the politics of money—one
would have imagined that money was
the least ||'L'|,'|}' of all rhingr. O revive
interest in Modor, Yet, several Years
ago (1991), one of Modotti's images
(Roses, 1924) ferched the extraordi-
nary price, $165,000, at auction;
an unheard price for a single photo-
graphic image and especially for one
by a relatively unknown photographer.
Following suit, the value of all her
other prints have skyrocketed. Several
have sold for more than $50.000,
Tinissima has come bounding back—

-

another knack she ;!l\.-.';!}'.l. had—not
only into the public eye but right into
the top of the art market. Could one
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doubt that a major museum retrospec-
rive was in the offing?

Big money is usually followed by
scandal and Modotti’s photographs
have followed this rule. Upon
Modotti’s death the prints and nega-
tives that she had kept with her passed
into the hands of her compagno di
vita, Vittorio Vidali. Upon his death
(1983), Vidali intended to bequeath
them as a gift in her memory to the
people of Mexico.” Instead, they have
ended in the hands of Virtorio Vidali's
son, Carlos, who is in the process of
selling them off one by one at enor-
mous prices.” It is one of the birter
ironies of history that Modotti’s prints
are now being sold for personal gain
by the son of her companion for the
revolution. The stamp of the Fifth
Regiment” had been pur on the back
of the Modotti prints that were in the
possession of Vidali. Many of them
are now hidden, sealed from sight by
expensive frames. How emblematic
indeed! Although Modotti always
fought against the repressive role that
wealth played in sociery and always
rejected the idea of art as conspicuous
consumption for the rich, her work
has now become a valuable commaodi-
ty, held captive to money.

With the end of the Cold War,
Modomi's deeply committed politics
no longer make her too vexatious a
ﬁr_',lll't', S0 We can h['gin to look at her
work more d
as dispassionately as we can see
Modotti’s prints through the massive
curves of dollar signs,

ssionately”, ar least

Il. CURVES OF BEAUTY

Orrganization of the producing class
against the dominant class invariably
produces conflict. Out of this struggle
comes more or less intense rhythms of
EMOLion, .rnlc'ing ot the cierves ull"
beauty implicit in the ardor and joy of
the fight, the natural results of the tus-
sle with a mighty economic problem.
~translation by Tina Modotti of the
words of Xavier Guerrero, May 1927

I consider myself a photographer, noth-

ing more. If my photographs differ

from that which is usweally done in this

freld, it is precisely becanse 1 try to pro-

drce not art but bonest photographs,

without distortions or m.}m]’m.l’.ufuns,
Tina Modotti, 1929

What should a Modotti retrospec-
tive set out to do? If you deal with a
phnmp,raphtr like Modoti .liu||:i}' as
an artist, (which is basically what a
retrospective in a museum does, of
course] you may end up by smoothing
down the political edges of her work.
MNonetheless, given the many distrac-
tions provided by her politics and
tumultuous life, the aim of this exhibit
—to focus attention mainly on
Modortti’s work as a photographer—is
a needed and worthwhile emphasis.

This retrospective exhibits 130
prints-slightly more than half her
production.” Curator Sara Lowe has
done uxr_'mplrlr}' work in trﬂ.ckin;},
them down throughout the world. She
has turned up little unknown photo-
graphs in such unlikely places as
Canberra, Australia, while, closer to
home, in Mexico and the United
States, she has brought to light many a
strong print that had languished rela-
tively unnoriced This chance to view
so much of her work may not be soon
repeated.

In the exhibit Lowe has chosen o
present Modotrei's prines grouped by
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“My God Edward, your last photographs surely took my
breath away. I feel speechless in front of them. What puri-
ty of vision...they stirred up all my innermost feelings so

that I felt a physical pain.”

Tina Modotti to Edward Weston, July 25, 1927

subject matter—flowers, architectural
images, abstracts, workers, portraits,
folk art, the women of Tehuantepec,
puppets, Germany. Inasmuch as
Modorti usually fixed her interest
maostly on one subject at a time, the
concept works reasonably well. Yer
several reservations about the Phila-
dL'lI‘hii] .‘\']1['\\-‘ !ihl]'l_l]l.l |'Il_" men-
tioned. One wishes more attention
had been paid to the installation

for such a important exhibir.

Surely, the straightforward *mod-
ermist’ manner of hanging that
Modotti (and Weston) favored
frames of the same style and
size—would have been more
appropriate than the rather dis-
rracting miscellany that stares out
at the viewer from the walls of the
Philadelphia Muscum. There are a
few unhappy examples where the
installation seems dictated more
by the frames than by the images.
|An especially elaborate frame that
surrounds the portrair of actress
Dolores Del Rio overwhelms
everything in its vicinity.

In the catalog accompanying
the exhibition Lowe's research
brings us the first accurate record
of dates, sizes, medium, locations
concerning Modotti's work, all of
which, previously, had been woe-
fully inadequare. The
researched and met
mented, promises to become the
indispensable reference work abut
Modoti'’s work. Regrettably, in
such a thorough work, a li
Muodo iti
included.

As a visual record of Modotti's
work, however, the catalog disap-
points grievously. It is painful to see
such a mediocre result for a photogra-
pher who was always committed to
high technical standards in her work.

Tina Modotti, Mella’s Typewriter, 1928

Instead of being simply useful by
printing as many photographs to size
as possible, the layout designer has
gone into his balancing act, reducing,

enlarging, even cropping a few images.

The poorly reproduced plates bear no
relation to the warm sensitive tones of
Modotti’s work. Without getting into
any Stieglitzian fury about the impos-
sibility of reprinting photographs,
Modotn deserved far much better.

SPOT /7 Houston Center for

But how such caviling falls away
when one looks at the show. How
strikingly beautiful Modotti’s prints
are—especially in comparison to those
we knew only through reproduction!
Whether they attract by their lucid
formalism, their documentary intent,
or their political purpose, all never fail

Tina Modotti, Roses, 1924

to provide visual pleasure. What an
peccable eye, whar an irreproach-
able sense for form and beauty!

Modorri seems to have leaprt full-
grown from Weston's dark room into
the center of the photographic world;
within months of her first instruction,
she was printing out one remarkable
image after another. What
astonishes is the unerring narure
of her gif[ from the on Her
work shows a thorough maste
of the medium; she has a com-
I\ll_'t{.', sure, .'IIIE[ l]ll!!‘irﬂ.‘l]fﬂ[il!us
virtuosity that makes her images
startle us again and again,

El Manito, the claw like
flower, as a reproduction always
seemed a stark image that was
too obvious an idea, bur the
acrual print has a gentleness
that surprises. Her platinum
prints—the materially
notorious Roses ($165,000); a
stunning series of doors, stairs,
telephone wires
in their subtle range of tonal
values. Her images of glasses,
guict uninhabited interiors,
archways have a grace of design
and a delicacy of execution thar
are her distinctive
pictures one can see the rightness of
Diego Riveras remark thar Modotti
was more abstract, more ethereal,
more intellectual as an artist than
Weston.

As much as Modoti enjoyed sensu-
al pleasures in her life, eroticism never
explicitly entered into her work. Nor,
despite her own experiences as a
maodel, was she ever attracted to the

Are exquisite

signature. In such
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nude as a subject, Her single openly
erotic image, the Calfe Lily, 1924
suggests the influence of her friend
Imogen Cunningham—or could it be
the other way round? The provoking
question of influences upon Modorti’s
work—and, conversely, her influence
upon others—still remains to be fully
explored.

One of Lowe's l.'}'n'-g,‘.lh;hing finds is
the remarkable image that Modotri
made of crumpled tin foil, 1926. Is
maodernist abstraction s
temporary as the day it was made.
(There are some mysteries thar sur-
round this print. One wonders if tin
foil was available in Mexico of thar

ms as con-

period? Could it turn out to be one of
the few images that Modotti made in
the Unired States?)

iddenly Modorti’s work rook a
decisive turn midway in her photo-
graphic life: she made her grear and
astonishing leap—from modernist to
revolutionary artist. Although Modotn
had always moved in political circles
in California and Mexico, her work
had never contained political content
as such. The first political image that
she made—the only one that she ever
made while she was with Weston—
remains one of her Ainest and most
popular, the May Day Parade/Cam-
pesinos, 1926, As always, the sures
of her eye was amazing.

Soon after Weston's departure from
Mexico ar the end of 1926, Modotti
joined the Mexican Communist Party
and began, in the company of her new
over and COmMpanion Xavier Guerrero,
her ‘tussle with art and mighty eco-
nomic problems.” Guerrero, one of
the Mexican muralists and founding
editor of the Communist Party journal
El Machete was the crucial—and usu-
ally overlooked—influence thar led
Modotti to fuse her art and politics. It
was while Modotti was with Guerero
that she began to produce some of
the most original solutions to the chal-
lenge of making political art. She cre-
ated her great series of symbols of the
Mexican Revolution; she transformed
Bandoleers, BUns, corn; hammer and
sickle, guitars and sombreros into a
revolutionary call to arms. She had
discovered her great and natural gifi—
how to balance political intent and
aesthetic impu]:ic within her work,




Mexican and Latin American radicals
accept her warmly as one of their own
and made her symbaols theirs. During
the several vears of this ;'!L'rind one
wonders what came first in the making
of her photographs? the eve or the
politics? The balance is so fine that no
one can rell; perhaps not even Tina
knew.

Hands have always been a common
subject for photographers. Weston had
made images of Modottis hands and
hll]ll(i[[l‘ |M]‘ ('ﬂ,'h‘”ll;: Iu‘r mentor,

ook a photo of her mother’s hands.
fine photographs both of them, but
they do not stick in the mind like
Modottis blunt image of hands resting

on a shovel, 1927, These hands have
become a pul.\'n:rfu| call for social iu-a-
rice. Radical and proletarian as the
image may be—it was used for a cover
of the American Communist journal,
New Masses—Modotti, one should
note, also made it as a platinum print.
Whatever the nature of her subject
Muodorri always remembered to offer
i‘{'.llll:\' its due.

Phorographs that Modot shoe dur-
ing the construction of a Mexico Ciry
btildill”l l."l\'i‘ ilf]l]ﬂ'll_'l' L'N""ll'['lrllq_' Uf thl;_'
remarkable synthesis she achieved dur-
ing this period (192 Modorti, under
the immediate visual influence of the
Mexican muralists—her friends,
l(I\'I,'r!\‘ ('(J"!I.’.E”t_‘n)s—]]ﬂ‘\ !;‘.i\'L‘l'I us two
powerful studies of the labor and skill
that go into construction work. But
during the same time she has made
two other equally powerful studies in
her best modernist manner: Stadiiom,
1927 an abstract study of the shadows
thrown by the seats of an empry
stadium and Stadiim Exterior, 1927
an eerie DeChirico-like view of the
stadium exterior with construction
HE;.({{llliiIIH: no Pl’.'l'lpli: or \'\'UrkL‘l’fp are
to be seen in either image, Modott’s
hearr of hearts may have had its
doubts about the constructs of the
maodern world. She may have felr thar
all might not be sweetness and light
after the revolution. In this instance,
one wishes that the concepr of
grouping photographs by subject alone
had been relaxed; hanging these four
images together might have offered a
less canonical sense of Modotti’s

vision.
Unlike many political propagan-
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Photography...takes its place as the most satisfactory
medium for registering objective life in all its aspects...1
believe that the result is something worthy of a place in
social production, to which we should all contribute.

from On Photography by Tina Modotii, 1929

dists or social documentaries, Modot
never blatantly manipulared the
response of her viewers. Even the most
explicit of her political works, the
photomontage Elegance and Poverty,
1928 has a disconcerting distance and
conlness ro the poverty of its subject,

Tina Modotti, Mexican Sombrero with Hammer and Sickle, 1927

The ﬁmln:s of Modotri's workers,
women, campesinos seem to have been
transported from the social struggle
into a clear harmonious setting, into a
world of classic dignity and stillness.
\"‘IinlL‘f! \\'jl‘il'l, ‘-\'[rrk d rcar ¢ ildl’[‘ﬂ
with an easy assurance; workers
balancing beams, shouldering banana
.‘»lﬂlkb. q,'i,'l'l'r.\'.l"“ L'II['I{k‘i tﬂf stone em-
body the grace of labor well done, We
do not see the worker swear; he turns
into a .-;}'mhcal of the :lignit}' of labor;
campesinos reading become an icon
for the revolutionary potential of
education; a sea of hats turns into a
symbol of solidarity.

La Téemica, 1928 a *modernist”
shot of a typewriter, rather unusual for
that period of Modorrti’s work, tumns
out to be an image that is ar the center
of Modott’s life in every sense—per-
sonal, political, moral. It is a type-
writer with a sheet of paper inserted;
fragments of a text are visible. The
*machine’ (técnica) belongs to her
lover, Julio Antonio Mella, one of the

leaders of the Cuban Communist
Party, who would be murdered shortly
after the photograph was made
(1929). The text was first imagined to
be the unfinished text of Mella that
had been found in his typewriter after
his death, bur later investigation dis-
covered the words were acrually those
of Leon Trotsky. At that ime, when
Trotsky had been kicked out of the
Communist pantheon, any good party
member found using his ideas and
words would be in polin
mortal, peril. Since Mella’s murderer is
still unknown up to this date, how to
read this photograph remains a central

if not
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issue in Modotn's life. Whar does it
tell us abour Modotn? She knew the
citation itself, because she quoted it in
the brochure of her final show in
Mexico. When she snapped her photo,
did she know the words were by
Trotsky? Was Mella a Trotskyite? Was
Mella’s murder a political assassi-
nation by the Cuban dictatorship
or by the Comintern or a personal
vendetta? Was Modott involved in
the murder knowingly or unknow-
ingh'? A photograph of a type-
writer is often used as a symbol of
communication; here it raises noth-
ing but questions and doubts—it
remains a deeply ambiguous image.
Politics had come crashing into
Modotti’s art and would soon bring
th' r."TL';ll i‘Ll\'l']'I[llf(' IJF I'?I'IIJ“!HT.'IITI].V
to an end.

Afrer the death of Mella, Modorri
still had two major subjects left—
the women of Tehuantepec and
Marionettes—before she would
leave |'>|1nlca|.;r.1phg.‘ and Mexico.

The Tehuantepec womens' photos,
with a few impressive exceptions,
Are AMong the weakest of Modott's
work, Modotti never had the knack
of a _L;tJmI street phnm!_',r.lp!wr_ She
never really gor into the idea of a
snapshot; nor did she seem able to
work unobtrusively or secretly. She
seems lost without previsualizanon
and too dependent on her ground
glu:.r. composing; the more success-
ful of these subjects are g'm:r.a"y
static or posed.

The puppeteer Louis Bunin and
his marionettes were another story,
The last Ereat series in Modorn’s work
was based on puppets who were char-
acters from Eugene O'Neil's Hairy

Tina Maodotti, Hands of the Puppeteer, 1929

Ape, a drama which was, itself, based
on revolutionary themes—an indict-
ment of America for its spiritual sick-
ness, materialism, and greed. Reunited
with a theatrical subject Modotti’s
vision caught fire. Hands again, but a
puppeteer’s hands—the hands of
craftsman and the hands of a string-
puller. The puppet symbolism was an
obvious comment on sociery and, per-
haps, even mirrored Modotti's person-
al feelings of the moment—being
:\.';mkcd around h:\.' the tensions of
Mexican politics.

Photography / SPRING 1996

The Mexican Government did
indeed pull its strings and deported
Tina Modotti from Mexico in 1930,
She ended in Berlin where she arcempr-
ed ro continue her work as a p|‘1uTng—
rapher. Quick eye that she always
had, she caught the youthful hope of
revolution in the Young Cormnenist
Pioneers, 1930 her last well-known
political image, but was soon in
_\Il!hc{}\\; “'iil’ki“l_‘. as a L'U]I]II'Illllth
functionary. The photographer of ele-
gant abstractions and maker of politi-
cal icons had left the world of art and
chosen a life of total political commit-
ment. Her odyssey through photogra-
phy was essentially finished. We really
do not know the reasons for her choices,
but we do know that she chose not 1o

'PL][ ]5h|][‘l.|_',|'-lp]'|)' at 1]1L' SErvice l]r h{'r
final mentor, Joseph Stalin.

The emblemaric p|1tarngr.1ph\ of
Tina Modori have begun to suffer the
fate of all politically inspired art. Ex-
]'sllul MEsSSages that Modotti’s intended
have faded away, what remains are her
more elemental themes. Modotri is srill
the women with a banner, the beauri-
ful banner of her work. It is no longer
the banner she started out with, but,
nonetheless a banner that can remind
us li{ [h(‘ l.'l"“F"‘L'Illn‘l.'| H:u'l“ |1L"ii‘| art .llhi
politics can create *in the ardor and
joy of the fight against the dominant

class.

Robert D'Attilio is a native of South Medford,
MA and writes about Italian radicalism in
America.

FOOTNOTES

1. Barkhausen, Caccuci, Poniatowska, Hooks,
Constantine, Vidali.

2. She received a major notice in the important
journal, Creative Arts. She was the first photog-
rapher to be featured on the cover of New
Maszes (four in all). She was on the American
intellectual travelers’ must-see list in Mexico
City (John dos Passos met her there and was a
admirer of her work, the precocious left-sympa-
thizing leaning Harvard undergraduate Lincoln
Kirstein included it in his landmark photo show).

3. sarah Lowe, p.144, n.9, it should be noted
that what was earlier considered “mysterious™
{i.e. the manner in which the prints were given
to MoMA), is now clearly political.

4. p.54, Cubism and American Photography,
1910-1930, John Pultz and Catherine B,
Scallen, Clark Art Institute, 1981,

5. p.16, Tina Modotti Photographs,
Maria Caronia, ldea Editions, Westbury,
NY, 1981, Caronia received her informa-
tion or misinformation largely from
Vitterio Vidali, a dubious source.

6. p.70 ew 100, 1986. p.276 Amy Conger
Tina Modotti: Una Vita nelfa Storia,
Udine, 1993.

7. | was told this by Lavara Weiss,
Vidali's frequent collaborator and
friend, when 1| visited her in Trieste
in1984, Vidali had died the preceding
year. She gave me a list of materials
that had just been shipped to Mexico,
suposedly for this purpose.

8. Carlos Vidali is Vittorio Vidali's son by
Isabe] Carbajal, the woman he married
soon after Modotti's death. Carlos came
into Modottis work only by the acci-
dent of birth. Despite being a Mexican
citizen, he has not felt obligated to pre-
serve Modotti's legacy for the people
who inspired its images.

9. The military unit that Modotti and
Vidall were attached to during the
Spanish Civil War. It seems that Vidali
marked all her surviving prints with the regi-
mental stamp in memory of their commaon
struggle,

10. Sarah Lowe, History of Photography, v 18,
n.3, Autumn 15954, p.205. This total does not
include several hundred or so mural prints that
Modotti made for the Mexican muralists of
their work. Throckmarton galleries exhibited a
particularly exotic item in their exhibit which
ran concurrently with the opening of the
Retrospective in NYC, has about several hun-
dred that were in the possession of Traven; 10
of them were handcolored, possibly by
Modotti. The Metropolitan Museum has been
rumared to have bought one, in which case we
can be sure they will attribute the coloring to
Modotti. Money does seem to talk in the cur-
rent state of affairs with Modaotti's prints,
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Luciano Rigolini, Mew York, 1990
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THE CITY

“Citta Aperta/Open City"”
Luciano Rigolini at

Farish Gallery, School of
Architecture, Rice University,
September 15 - October 28,1995

Ed Osowski

Editor’s Note: Rigoling's show will be
owt piew at Rice University’s Broun
Art and Architectiire f..".f;rdr_l' arnd the
Fondren Library during FotoFest.

“I would like to see more clearly,
but it seems to me that no 0OHE Se8s
more clearly.” Maurice Merleat-Ponty

Luciano Rigolini’s ten black-and-whire
photographs of various urban setrings,
exhibited under the ntle “Citta Apertal
Open City,” are large, challenging,
nearly monumental works, Made over
a six-year span, from 1990 to 1995,
they depict according to their titles,
locations ranging from Paris and New
York (1990), to two images of
Houston (19293), to the most recent
work in the exhibition, a photograph
made in Phoenix in 1995, The loca-
tions also serve as the ntles of the
works.

Rigolini records the banalities of
the post-industrial urban landscape.
Concrete freeway ramps and supports,
parts of motorized vehicles, steel
braces and columns, electric wires
crossing the horizon in grid-like pat-
terns repeat from one photograph to
another and echo visually across the
gallery.

What holds little interest for Rigo-
lini in these photographs is recording
what is unique abour Kyoto or Houston
or Berlin. One would be hard pressed
to imagine a Chamber of Commerce
using any of his works to “sell™ that
particular city to a potential client.
Rigolini seems concerted wits a much
more important issue—providing
evidence that the act of seeing has
reached a crisis point, that what was
once believed to be “evidence™ is now
|1-;i|'[ l]r a mone Prﬂ!f{il][l(i rl.".'lli",’,ﬂri[ln
that the visual landscape is a fictional
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creation.' That these are photographs
of cities on three different continents is
their least interesting feature,” What
acrually engages the viewer is the
difficulty of reading these works,

of deciphering the details, of piecing
together their fractured secrions. The
monumentality of the photographs
becomes part of Rigolini’s ironic
mt:thnilnlug!',

Consider the photograph New
York. Here the individual pieces
threaten to crumble before one’s eves.
A steel brace, a street lamp, the upper
floors of a loft-like building—these are
the few items that one can identify
with some certainty. The
sharp, crisp edge of the
roof-line of the building
is the single point of sta-
bility in the photograph.
The photograph itself
consists of a number of
parts, of quasi-geomerric
shapes, thar dissolve
and reconfigure as one
attempts to analyze
them. lIts various parts
do less to hold the
photograph together
than to bring the viewer
up against the unflinch-
ing self-referential and
f-reflective qualities
of the image. New York
holds one’s artention,
ll'll[1';!|]:,'_ b)' its visual
representation of the
clichés one can short-
hand as “urban chaos.”
Bur this is its most obwvi-
ous quality. Threatening
to collapse before the viewer’s eves,
“New York™ is much more than a
visual metaphor or equivalent. The
difficulty one experiences in piecing
rogether its individual parts speaks
directly to the naive and sentimental
belief that what the camera records is
“objective truth.”

There is no way of knowing from
Rigolini’s ten photographs what distin-
guishes one Eily from another, On one
level, Rigoelini is attempring to show
how the nine cities he has photographed

S
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are interchangeable, how nothing sep-
arates Baltimore from Osaka, how
Paris could easily be Houston, how
the }'Jn.r.[-indusrrinl West 15 L'\'Q-r:,'whurc,

If one associates Paris with broad
boulevards, classical facades, and
handsome vistas, then Rigolini's photo-
graph can only be called perverse. In

"aris Baron Haussmann’s grand ciry

is reduced to a street crowded with
parked automobiles and a pedestrian
mall. But the principal element in the
photograph is a large horizontal band
dividing the image into two sections.
Above this band all is perfectly clear—
the sky, a few roof tops, some trees.
Below, perhaps photographed through
a double pane of glass, the scene is
blurred—shapes dissolve and facrual
clarity is lost.

Rigolini’s photographs are balanced,
carefully composed, and precise in
their imprecision. One notices how
in one of the two Houston images a
collection of round shapes—the curve
of a windshield, a group of oil storage
tanks, a large black cir
window an automobile’s rearview
mirror—echo one another. This
visual rhythm, almost painterly, holds
tugc[hcr an image that would disinte-
grate without it.

In Rigolinis photographs nothing
rests firm];,- or .-;r_'curt-h' The man-made

e on the

world—there is little that is “green™ or

living i his photographs—is as flimsy
as a h‘!l.lh{.' 1JF1_'.'I|'R|5.. I"I'I..l"\.‘-':l}' TI“'I'I]"»
angle oddly or threaten to lose their
balance (Los Angeles ) or they slash
across the photograph’s surface like
Franz Kline’s sweeps of black paint
{Howuston). Peculiar N]mpu:. angh_' from
the ground (Phoenix) or block off
mast of the surface {Berlin). When
he pays visual homage to another
photographer, as he does in Osaka, it
is to rake the precision and clarity of
Charles Sheeler’s photographs of
industrial settings and turn them
upside down.

Farish Gallery was an especially
appropriate place in which to consider

precisely placed objects that cannot be
precisely identified, his photographs
are about concealing, are abour the
limits of describing and showing.
Accompanying the exhibition was a
handsome p[lrtfn“n of the ten ages
and an essay by Lars Lerup, Dean of
the School of Architecture at Rice
University. In his essay "Hr,-}'nml
Architecture” Lerup focused on how
architecrure has lost what he calls i
“symbaolic values™ and its “cs 3
inspire.” Tangentally Lerup’s musings
addressed Rigolini’s photographs when
he described contemporary architec-
ture as plagued by “invisibility and a
1

will ro formlessness,”
Rigolini’s photographs are not mere-
y illustrations of a crisis in architec-
ture. The crisis he exploits extends far
beyond the practice of designing build-
ings. Rigolini's photographs are ar the
center of a cultural and aesthetic shife
in the practice of photography, one
tied to the effort to loosen finally
photography’s ties to the belief that
it somehow possesses some kind of

e

visual “rruth.” ngu]ini's phnh)gm]aln
come from a viewpoint in which
metaphor and symbaol have collapsed.
What his photographs show convine-
ingly is thar there are no reasons to
rrust the conventions of H('L'ill}‘.,
describing, and depicting. These are
photographs meant to illustrate one
point: photographic illustration has
reached a dead end.’

Ed Dsowski is a member of the National Book
Crities Circle,

FOOTNOTES

1. The most profound analysis of *modern ocu-
larcentrism® is found in Martin Jays Downcast
Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth
Century French Thought (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1993.) Jay's text bears
directly on Rigolini's photographic method as
well as that of numerous others. What lay
defines and what Rigolini's photographs repre-
sent is a post-modern way of seeing, one in
which certitudes elude the viewer's reach.
"Whether or not one gives greater weight to
technical advances or social changes, it is thus
evident that the dawn of the modern era was
accompanied by the vigorous
privileging of vision. From the
curious, ohservant scientist to
the exhibitionist, self-displaying
courtier, from the private reader
of printed books to the painter
of perspectival landscapes, from
the map-making colonizer of for-
eign lands to the quantifying
businessman guided by instru-
mental rationality, modern men
and women opened their eyes
and beheld a world unveiled to
their eager gaze” (p. 69). The lift-
ing of that veil, Rigolini would
have us conclude, was a trick.

2. Thiere is no avidence that
Rigolini actually photographed in
the locations he names. He
includes no elements or visual
clues to ground each photograph
in the city of its title: There are
no palm trees in Los Angeles, no
deserts in Phoenix, nothing
Japanese about the two works
made in Japan. That one of the
two Houston images contains
ofl-storage tanks is no “proof”
that this work “documents™
Houston. The photograph

Luciano Rigodini, Paris, 1990

Rigolini’s compelling photographs. His
works challenge a number of precon-
ceptions about the very nature of
architectural phorography. If the chief
purpose of architectural photography
is to provide a sharp, well-defined
image of a structure, an image that
shows with clarity the “factual com-
ponent of the design,” Rigolini sub-
verts in a grand manner these expecta-
tions.' His images do not explicate;
they do not clanify: Rather, with all
their evasive qualitics, with their

SPOT / Houston Center for Photography / SPRING 1996

resolves (or dissolves) itself into
a consideration of echoing spher-
ical shapes. So powerful is the
tendency of the modern industrial setting to
fracture into random , disconnected parts that
even pre-industrial cities—Berlin, Paris,
Baltimare—are defined by Rigolini by how thay
break into seemingly arbitrary fragments.

3. Cervin Robinson and Joel Herschman,
Architecture Transformed: A History of the
Photography of Builldings from 1839 to the
Present. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987, p. 10

4, Mo. 35 in a series of publications.

5. The author thanks Paul Hester for numerous
conversations that opened his eyes to the
difficulties of photegraphing and leoking at
buildings.



Metamorphoses: Photography
in the Electronic Age, Blaffer
Gallery, University of
Houston, June 9-July 30, 1995

Eric Davis

As a society we have long lived with
Buck Roger’s wleals of the :\\'cn[}-ﬁrﬂ
century. 5o long, that we no longer
recognize being on the cusp of a new
age in which technology will make our
lives easier. We are there. Inventions
once L'I'lﬂ_\'i(ll;‘r(‘d _1('\'-I|IL'L'R[ NOW SE8em
automaobiles,
and electricity have given way to the
information '\u[u'rhiglln' 1y, space shur-
tles, and nuclear power. The computer
age has made us so demanding, we
find it difficult to wait for the next
improvement. We want IT and we
want it #ote. As a result, technology
has in a way become its own worst
enemy. We need it, but loathe it, as it
has become so interlinked with our
existential fabric that we can not even
die withour it. Technology has made
our “dreams” come true.

It seems appropriate then thar
Houston, the home of NASA and
Compaq computers, would be a venue
for “Metamorphoses: Photography in
the Electronic Age.” Photography,
after all, is an art form invented from
technology unlike painting and sculp-
ture that have a prehistoric basis.

The concept of photography is
grounded in reality. Since its invention
we have looked upon and physically
held it as tangential proof of a sub-
ject’s existence. The phumgmphcr has
a real subject in front of the camera.
The actuality of reality is hard to deny.
With digital imagery, however, one has
the ability to create a totally fictional
reality—a digital realiry. Digital photo-
graphic subject matter looks real; it is
hard to overcome the veracity we have
been taught to see in photographs. Yet

archaic, Steam engine,
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MANUAL, The Constructed Forest, installation photo, 1993, courtesy Maody Gallery, original in color

just as we intuit rraditional photo-
graphic subjects to be real, we ulti-
mately know digital imagery o be
false. Nowhere is this collision of ideas
more evident than the work of Pedro
Meyer and the collaborative ream,
MANUAL.

Pedro Mever has been known pri-
marily for black
tary images, Meyer, however, has not
fu“}' given himself over to the T!t'r.\-".ii|"i|-
ines of digital imagery. He still incor-
porates images from the real world.

nd-white documen-

The evenness of Meyer’s work in
the exhibition, all from 1991-1993,
quickly fades. He finds a momentary
respite in the slight humor of The
Strolling Saint, but the remaining
warks fall flat. Meyer is still caught
between social commentary and purely
aesthetic imagery. In the crossover, his
messages become so heavy-handed
that the viewer resists being force fed
attempts to raise their consciousness.
Mexican Migramt Workers is intended
to be a caustic statement about the

Pedro Meyer, The Temptation of the Angel, 1991, original in calar

Mever has been known to humorously
play with the conception of falseness
in digital imagery with pint size
humans |istr:r1ir1g 1o monumental
ceramic mariachis or his Claes Olden-
burg homage of giant chair on display
in a public setting. In “Metamorphoses™
he displays a mix of fantasy and social
awareness. The Temptation of the
Angel is the most successful of Meyer's
images in the exhibition. Although
most viewers have grown to question
spiritual beings, Angel pushes one ro
believe in the possibility of their physi-
cal existence. E)lgi[;!i imagery i5 tem-
porarily granted a moment of veracity.

collision berween the poverty of the
\\'[)fkcr‘i ﬂr'llj fh(‘ CXCCSS [ll‘ .'\111:.'fi1.".1 as
found in the hedonism of Las Vegas.
It fails, however, as a digital image,
because the viewer knows the setting
is visually fictional; as a result, the
acrual plight of the workers is weak-
L"llL'(l as tl'l!,' ifl'li L g lilkL'S On a ﬁl_'[i“"ﬂl-
appearance.

The collaborative efforts of Ed Hill
and Suzanne Bloom, known as MANU-
aL, fully celebrate the possibilities of
digital assistance in creating a contem-
plative blend of aesthetics and social
commentary. The techno-landscapes,
floating balls, and other oddities found
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in their work, however, are totally
computer-generated,

In the exhibition, MANUAL mixes
social commentary with elements of
fantasy. Although the commentary
now seems a standard parr of their
repertoire, it is not repetitions., 'i'ht'}'
have long been taking visual stands
on cultural icons including television,
DaVinci’s Mona Lisa, and the “land-
scape.” MANUAL makes its point ever
so subtly, but very powerfully.

The installation of untitled images
from The Constructed Forest best ex-
hibits the clash between the ideals of
technology and the natural world.
There are, however, two battles of the
titans workmg here. The more overt
of the two is one that humans have
waged against nature for centuries,
Like technology, we need the “land-
scape,” but often loathe it, and conse-
quently, try to make it ours through
various means of improvement. Also,
like technology, withour the landscape,
society could physically die.

Mankind’s quest for a better world
has consequently pushed it westward.
This has subsequently meant the n:
ural world, the true forest, has had to
make room for man’s new constructed
landscape of homesteads, shopping
areas, and office buildings. In MANU-
AL's work, man is represented in the
floating designs in the images. These
seemingly urilitarian objects are, theo-
retically, made from materials taken
from the natural world and molded
for our use.

The irony of such fabrication is
that the objects do not look natural,
look real—they appear plastic. They
possess the same quality as man’s
attempt to produce “simulared wood
1" for those who can no longer
afford the real thing {economically or
ecologically )—one of inexpensiveness.
The plasticity of these “natural™
objects is further cumpliu.—m‘d by the
fact that they are computer generated.
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']'hq::.' do not exast in our material
\V‘JTIEL

The production of these objects can
be taken a step further if one considers
MANUAL's use of framing. The hand-
some frames are made of actual wood.
They have been, however, carefully
constructed to meet the artists’ con-
ception for presentation and, usua
sale of the work. The notion of the
waork as a product is enhanced further
by the artists” signature, often dis-
played as a stamped M in a circle;
much like the emblem for product
registered trademarks. MANUAL's idea
of using a mass-produced product to
create mass-producible works of art
would greatly appeal to the arises of
the Dada movement. Surrealism, born
from Dada, also centered on the irra-
tional but was more posinvely charged
than its nihilistic parent. The move-
ment tried to reconcile the contradic-
tion of dreams and reality into whart
Andre Breton, Surrealism’s official
spokesperson, called a “super-reality.”
Dada and Surrealism allowed the
artist to use ideas and techniques
previously not thought suitable for
.‘il’_‘l'il}ll.‘i \'.'l]fk.

The rise of digital imagery then is
the perfect cross of these movements.
It 15 .t.lmq;liin].; the art world’s L'nmpl.l-
cency within traditional photography
values. It deals with the illogical and
sometimes absurd. Finally, it fully
allows the reconciliation of dreams
and reality into Bretons super-
l't,"ﬂlit!‘—l'l(l\'\.' a digjt;a[ rl.'alit}'_

[ 9 | Nl =

Shelly 1. Smith, Untitied Manbird, 1992, original in color

Paul Thorel is one of the most suc-
cessful in accomplishing this rask. His
i111.1gq:g. are on the very ud;::: between
the two states of mind. Thorel, howev-
er, depicts thar last gasp of memory
between unconscious and alleged con-
scious reality—thar fleeting moment
before waking when one tries to retain
the thought. Titles of works such as
“Vook madame, the snail is ﬂ}'m\g_’h
and “There s not a single rascal in all
of Denmark” complement perfectly
the nonsensical, irrational state of
mind that produces dreams. We have
all wished we could capture our
dreams on film; Thorel seems to be
working toward such realization.

Martina Lopez, not unlike Thorel,

is interested in reconstructing memo-
ries. Thorel’s dreamlike imagery tends
to accentuate the illogical, sometimes
absurd, aspects of unconscious
thoughr. Lopez's images, though,
attempt to revive very -;pu'iﬁ\' Memao-
ries. At first the works appear to be
autobiographical, centering on her
I'.um'h'_ The viewer, however, can L'.|-ii|}'
bring personal reference to her work.
The existence of billions of photo-
gr;iph.‘; [I[ OuUr own r‘ilf]'lllii,'l] !'I](,'['Il[llil's
helps bring a commonaley to Lopez's
digitized recollections. This factor is
taken further as she now searches junk
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Osamu James Nakagawa, from the Billboard Series, 1993, original in color

sales for imagery that carries experi-
ence common to her own.

If one could find fault with Loper’s
elegiac memoirs it would be with the
amount of digital assistance necessary
to produce her work, The only indica-
tion one has thar these are not tradi-
tiomal g,'n||.'|gl.' OF MONtage IMages, is
the lack of physical edge normally
found in such efforts. The majoriry
of the works in the exhibition owe
homage to the montage and collage
artists of the early rwentieth century.
Lopez in particular owes a debt of
gratitude to the magical constructs of
Joseph Cornell.

As shown in Houston, Osamu
James Nakagawa, who holds an MFA
from Unive  of Houston, Opens the
exhibition. Nakagawa
finds photography to
be the “expressive
bridge™ between being
American |3}' birth and
culturally Japanese.
Caught between the
twi, he uses this per-
spective o investigate
and present his views
of Western society.
Using the pop culture
iconography of drive-in
movie screens and
advertising billboards,
he dcpir;t.\' m.'urtl}' puh-
lic or political situa-
tions juxraposed
against scemingly
INNOCUous .‘il.'i.'l'lL'TI\'.

The social commentary of Naka-
gawa's Imagery is well intended. He
wants us to think about the juxtaposi-
tions, but they occasionally appear
strained. He carefully chooses which
billboard or movie screen landscape is
the Setting for his inser IMAREs and
they seem appropriately placed in the
“natural™ landscape. If a subtexr of
these images, however, is the encroach-
ment of humans against nature, for
1_][“.'.
it fails—Nakagawa uses the manmade
structures to sell us his view on social
issues. Only in the works, Gas Mask,
Martin Luther King, and Cowlboy,
does the combination ring true, The
placement of the “Golden Arches,”
in MeDonald'’s, over a cemetery and
the marching Klan members, of KKK,
in a flowering field, come off as heavy
handed.

N*Ili.'lg.'l\.l':l m;klum'h'r,h.;rs that he
pastes these photographic “messages”
onto his images of the screens or bill-
boards. These images are then re-
printed with some digital enhancement
as normal color photographs. It s
with this acknowledgment that the
challenge of the exhibition, and digital
photography, begins. The question
arises: Did these images need to be

ionable consumer purposes, then

created with digital assistance? The
answer is a resounding maybe,

If one reads the labels carefully,
however, he or she would have sur-
mised the answer is yes. The descrip-
tions of phnTngr:aphic medium r;mgud
from the simplicity of Nakagawa's
computer-altered photo ourput as
Type C print to Eva Sutton’s computer
photomontage output by film recorded
onto black-and-white sheet films,
printed onto photo-sensitized paper
and selenium toned work. With such
oblique information, how could the
viewer feel the rechnical wizardry was
anything but necessary?

The technological aspects of digital
assistance are nothing, if not a conun-
drum. Medium descriptions are mini-
mally useful to other photographers,
but here they could potentially lead
viewers away from aesthetic concerns
to those of pure technology. The ques-
tion of digital assistance becomes more
difficult to answer as the very inability
to decipher the work’s creation 1s what
ack to the aestheric

pulls the viewer
issues.

Deanne Sokolin openly acknowl-
edges her images are not dependent
upon digital assistance. Yet her work
succeeds because of, once again, the
inability to discern what she has done
digitally. Works such as Untitled 9
(which recalls a dr;apv:d Victory 1’J|f.
Samathrace), Untitled 10, and Enrobed
Head, all from the Covering series, are
fine l:xampl;'s of the virtual rr,-.'||it}' pos-
sible with computer enhancement. The
covered objects, influenced by sitting
Shiva, a Jewish mourning ritual,
become fully sculprural as they float
in a dark void. The texture of the
.\'uulpturcl! cloth s all the more seduc-
tive as one feels he or she can reach in
and envelop the works themselves.

The three untitled images by Mancy
Burson are much less seducnive, bur no

less visually intriguing. The anomalous
portraits of children with craniofacial
deformities are not real, but they
could be. .-\|l|'|n|l|.;]1 th:'}' are di|_',:1.'|||:r-
altered photographs, children and
adules unforrunately suffer from such
maladies. Burson has been criticized
for intentionally creating images of
deformiries. She is, however, challeng-
ing us to come to terms with the
actuality of such deformity in the real
world and to adopt a new way of
looking at everything.

The least challenging aspect of

-

“Metamorphoses™ was found in
Blaffer’s upstairs gallery where images
using Iris ink-jer rechnology were
quietly tucked away into a corner.
Despite the beauty of Olivia Parker’s
Horseplay, David Byrne’s whimsical
Clonds, Manneguins, Fruit, and,
Eileen Cowin’s mysterious narrative,
Based on a True Story, the works here
owe much more to the actual prin[inp‘
process than the rechnological possi-
bilities of digital assistance. The poten-
tial expressive qualities of the two
processes was inadequately shown and
largely appeared as a commerc
Mash Editions, where these works
were Prlldllﬂ.'l'll_

Many of the artists in “Metamor-
phoses” successfully bridge the gap
berween traditional and ctigil;ﬂ phu[u-
graphy and dreams and reality. Just as
many, though, are unconvincing in

1al for

their need o urilize digital assistance
to create imagery, they have not fully
explored the capabilities of digiral
realization. Yet, given the chance, as
traditional photographers have been,
those artists can discover their crearive

niche within the medium.

Whar will remain provocative
ﬂi'l-ﬂ[l( L'll]'l"p'll‘('l' F{I;'II(‘GI[I,‘LI il'll.'l?.'.l‘rl\' 'i‘i
the artist’s ability to remove tellrale
signs of handwork and rearrange an
image at will, including the rotal
removal of unwanted subject marter.
The person creating the final image,
hopefully the photographer in this
case, has complete control over the
resulting creative expression. There
are previously unknown worlds to dis-
cover through digiral assistance. The
downside is that computer manipula-
tion can be used to tangentially harm
or falsely implicate individuals with
altered imagery. Whatever its use, we
are still a long way from fully accept-
ing the possibilities of digital imagery
as legitimate artistic expression,

Eric Davis is a curatorial assistant in the Prints
and Drawings Department of the Museum of
Fine Arts Houston.

Eva Sutton, Machine Ecstasy 83, 1992, original in color
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Bill Thomas, Tub and Toaster, 1991

CAUSA SUI

On Bill Thomas’ works entitled Suicide

F_gl:qgn.du Castro

Editor's Note: Bill Thomas was a
1993-1994 Houston Center for
Phatagraply Fellowship recipient.

Mot since Dostoyevsky's character,
Kirilov, killed himself to prove that
God did not exist, has the representa-
tion of suicide served nobler purposes
than in Bill Thomas® Swicide series.
But, alas, Kirilov's argument is a mon-
sequitur and Thomas’ Images are not
of actual suicide attempis, but rather
abour a series of idiosyncrane perfor-

mances representing self-annihilation
simulacra. Whar the artist presents us
with are acts thar could lead to suicide
but in fact lead to photographic art-
works.

In all of Thomas' portraits, death
seems to follow as the result of intri-
cate, carefully designed apparatus
whose causal mechanisms have
already been or are abour to be set in
mation. Except for Chain and Train,
1992 and Swinmming Pool and Con-
crete Walls, 1992, he is definitely a
willing caprive of the lethal machinery
in the other thirteen pieces of the
series. These works give us evidence
to believe that the photographer has
or had at some point the freedom to
choose whether ro proceed with self-
destruction or not. .‘ii.'n,'uncl]}'_ .‘||[|1uu!.’,h
n some cases impending death will
occur in spite of a last-minute hesita-
tion, in other cases the agent has con-
trol up to the last second. Compare
the circumstances of Old Water Joke
and Bazooka, 1993 where death will
follow as soon as somebody fortu-
itously opens the door at an unexpected
time; and Tiub and Toaster, 1991 where
the exact time of death is known
because it has been intentionally set.

Thomas has been quite explicit in
tracing the motivation for his Swicide
series to his growing up at the peak of
the Cold War. He explains, “To put
this into a little bit of perspective, this
was at the height of the Cold War—
1959—s0 on at least a weekly basis
we'd all go into the hallway and do
the old duck-and-cover mancuver in
case we got bombed—and were, |
think, all led to believe thar any day
the Bomb was going to come.” The
demented logic of Murually Assured
Destruction (MAD}—which turned

irrationality into common sense and
rationality into a potentially lethal
ruled the lives of millions of
people for nearly forty years or the
better part of Thomas® life. The
nuclear threat that loomed over
Thomas' life nearly meant the end of
human life.

But as if this mghhn.lrl‘i]l h.‘lckdrnp
was nat enough, Thomas lived
through real catastrophe. “On
Tuesday, September 15, 1959, a man
carrying a suitcase
loaded with d:\'nn—
mite entered my ele-
mentary school,™ he
recalled. “Moments
later he detonated
the bomb on the
‘i{!'l['H'Il rllﬂ}'“T[ll]ll(E.‘
committing suicide,
killing five others
and wounding sev-
enteen more. In the
chaos that followed,
W were l.'\'.l.CI.:I.'I[L'Cl
from the building
and inud\"'rlunﬂy
ushered past the
bodies, stepping te
avoid sc aps of
unidentifiable fle
I was half-numb,
half-terrorized.”™
When the bomhb
went off the twelve-
vear-old Thomas
was under the impression that it was
the atom bomb for which the schoal
children had been rehearsing.

It is very tempting to say that
henceforward the conjunction of
MAD, emergency preparedness, and
suicide were imprinted on Thomas®
psyche. Our beliefs, however, are not
causally determined by our experi-
ences. After his childhood trauma
Thomas could have chosen to avoid
the subject of suicide altogether. Even
if he had never lived through that
trauma, he may have sull done this
work after a rl:;iding of Dostoevsky,
Mishima or Camus. The tension
between determinism and free will
may very well be one of the important
themes behind Thomas™ intricate
machines and willful performances.
Certainly, there are no traces of car-
nage in his works and the beaury of
his tableaux indicate that his works

Bame
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are about something more logical than
happenstance.

According to a sequence that
Thomas himself has spelled our, the
traumatic but repressed memory of
the bombing at drove him first to psy-
chology, then to the literature of exis
tentialism, and finally to photography.
Ii_\ exposing fl_']‘.-f{"i\l_'d memories the
individual may achieve a catharsis
liberating him from his demons tor-
menting. Thomas™ way 1 to expose
himself in self-depiction as suicidal.
His pursuit would be a dismal one
were it not for one redeeming element
in his work: humor. It is a dark
humor, indeed, that inspires a hilarious
work such as Seesaw and Ice Cube,
1991 dc.-l.pih' the imminent pc].\uihili[}
of self-hanging. In this photograph,
the lethal seesaw is triggered by the di
|nini-.hir11=_ \\.'1'1!:,|;1 of the ice as it melts.
Like many of the other apparatus of
self-destruction laboriously fabricated
|1‘_\' Thomas, it un.n'm:l.ll'!]:.' elicits
laughter. Together with Dog and Shot-
gtin, 1991 and Knife and Iron, 1992
these are more the kinds of machines
concocted by Wyle E. Coyote than by

a self-destructive \ln,'pn's:.u.'u. S0, does
Thomas intend to rob suicide of its
seriousness, to make light of it* Not at
all: humor, as proven by more than
one surrealist, is not necessarily super-
ficial; on the contrary, it can be, as n
this case, quite revealing.

The sets of the Swicide tableaux are
as intricate as they are ingenious and
by the artist’s own admission consti-
tute “the most pleasurable part in the
process of making a photograph.™ The
final product of these endeavors is not
suicide, nor the up]!ufncr.‘ﬂ act of role-

Bill Thomas, Chain and Train, 1992

playing by the artist, but a photo-
graph. Thus, Thomas" arework is not a
public performance thar photography
simply illustrates, but rather a mostly
private performance that contributes
to realize the photograph. The final
pr{ulm;T 15 delivered with the fastdi-
ousness of the /64 modern aestheric,
but also with a deeply-seeded skepti-
cism about photography’s veracity
implicit in staging. It could be
that the works are created from the

p l:m.urt:-lig-{-km'.; drive of the id, to the
rational guidance of the ego, to con-
fronting the taboo about suicide
il1l]’![l.‘i¢d hy the SUpErego.

Thomas’ quote of Hippolyte
Bavard’s Self-Portrait as a Drowned
Man, 1840 in Old Warer ]n’)kn’dml’
Bazooka, 1993 patently shows not
only the tradition of staged photogra-
phy that the artist has chosen to con-
nect with bur also makes a historicist

ilil
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allusion ro the envy and iniquity of
madern technological societies. The
historical fact in question is that

Fia y',:rn,|'\ phnln:.(r.l]\h was motivared
by the official denial of his claims of
[‘-l'lll}_' one of the inventors of the |'|'|1-|..
tographic process. Thomas' reminder
of this image of Bayard as photogra-
phy’s first purported staged suicide vic-
tim expands the range of implications
of his own work.

Ponder how very different Thomas®
work would be if it ¢laimed to docu
ment actual suicides; like Weegee's
gruesome police photography of mur-
der victims. In that case it would not
be a reflection on the issue of technol-
ogy and lifefdeath but a commentary
on the phenomenon of suicide. More-
over, the saprophyric motivarions of
the photographer would be rendered
morally suspicious. But in Thomas®
work, the only vestige of factuality, of
unintervened reality, are the sets for
the photographs that Thomas calls
“readymades.” Tractor and Plow
Dise, 1993, for example, is maximally
readymade because little was added
by the author. Thomas® sets, as O.
Winston Link’s, combine varying
ratios of ":1!n'.u|3'-|||.ur:‘ * o *added™
objects. For this and other parallels,
the Suicide series is more closely relat-
ed to Link’s elaborare |1]1[r[u;|_',r.'lp|'l.- of
locomaotives than to any reportorial
WO

The works of Link are a lare
Romantic’s celebration of a modern
machine, Thomas’ is an oblique
reflection on the age of machinery that
flourished in the nincteenth century
and included photography in its
flowering. The influence of modern
rechnology on
deathflife martters
has been a marter of
particular concern
for artists since the
aftermath of War
World 1. The reason
is that modern
machinery not only
changed production
of goods, but also
altered the ways of
massively inflicting
death in wars and
diminishing the wor-
thiness of life in the

labor environment.
Dadaists denounced
this situanon with
photomontages that
often incorporared
commercial and
propaganda photo-
graphic images. His
well-ordered sets
give that llusion of h.‘lrmlm}' present
in 1950s commercial photography
advertising electrical apphances. The
toaster of Tub and Toaster, 1991 is
from that decade in which middle-
class life was finally conquered by
convenient appliances.

Owar t'nduring ferish for machines
such as cameras, locomotives, and
toasters has left an indelible mark on
our own times in spite of the dark side
of modern technology more easily dis-
cernible in guns and bombs.
Notwithstanding Thomas™ almost
devotional celebration of machinery,
his works do show some ambivalency
about modern machines thar ar times
borders on cynicism. Chain and Train,
1992 in fact, seems hurled directly at
Link, while the machine in Sleeping
Pills and Tanning Bed, 1993 reveals
the “double edged™ nature of technol-
ogy that while producing a healthy
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look inflicts illness. Modernity’s
promises of a better life are thus ren-
dered, at minimun, suspect. It is this
crinical side that places these works
within a postmodern weltanschaung:
the abandonment of the u1|c|_||{'srim1iu§;
trust in modern technology.

One must be careful, however, not
to give excessive weight to a post-
modermn posture by Thomas, for it is
evident that he takes an ironic stance
regarding almost everything that
comes into his pictures—his own
death as author of his works included.
Contrary to the radical view of inter-
pretation that dispenses with the author,
Thomas innoculates his works against
such abuse by placing himself, the
author, into their very core. Although
extrinsic to the works, the fact thar they
are self-portraits remains a crucial clue
in their interpretation. To ignore the
author would be to interpret these
waorks as if they were not self-por-
traits. On the other hand, it is impossi-
ble to ignore Thomas' nuclear trauma
in interpreting these works, but with-
out thar bir of biographical informa-
tion the work would probably become
more capricious, more idiosyncratic,
and more subjective than the evidence
suggests. In many of the works, the
author overtly displays the act of
releasing the shutter himself; this fact
is germane to the interpretation that
dissolves if someone other than the
-lllill‘]]’ I'f.‘lL"I‘i('li Tl'IL' \I'Illttt'T,
Consequently, talk abour Thomas’
death, whether actual or prerended,
imposes itself into even the most far-
fetched interpretations.

In sum, insofar as it is both modern
and postmodern, historicist and cur-
rent, paradoxical and resol
Swicide series is above all an extremely
intelligent body of works, Though
some have unreflectively compared
Thomas® art-producing machinery ro
Dr. Kevorkian’s euthanasic devices, the
former is definitely—as the latter is
arguably—part of the process of pro-
ducing life-affirming works. Thart they
‘L'iJﬂj’n'lln [,Il'.ITh HL'I[‘-(U'LI‘-L'L[ dﬂ;‘!i not
diminish the fact that in them life

. Thomas’

emerges victorious, As in e.e, cummings’
poetry, enduring life's wondrous intrica-
cies, not death, is really their end. As
Cummingh put it , *“for life 15 not a
paragraph / And death i think is no
parenthesis.” After all, nobody in
these il'l‘l.'l:l.’,t.‘.\ is touched |\.\' “dr:.alh'.t.
wandering guess,” not Bayard, not
Thomas, not the author.

Fernando Castro is a writer and photegrapher
living in Houston.
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Fannie Tapper, Man Under Knife, 1990

A GRAVE

A Grave Disease by Fannie
Tapper at University of Texas
Houston Health Science
Center, June 19-August 11,
1995,

@ T |

DISEASE

Jennifer Elkins

“Tell ber the joyous Time will not be
stayed unless she do Him by the
Farelock take.™

Edmund Spencer’s sixteenth century
words of wisdom reveal Images of
time-ravaged dreams, of songs never

sung and memories yet unmade. Time
shows no mercy; the grave always
beckons but man chooses out of fear
to ignore the inevitability of his own
maortality and retreats. He retrears
because he fears that in this inevitable
fate lies the possibility that he will face
his grave i{ﬂ!]\'\.‘lllH at some level that
he went through life never having
lived. Now and then a man becomes
L'{II'.‘:L'iUlI.‘: l]r‘ I]‘L' 1".'“_'[ ll'l.'l[ liI'IIL‘ |'li'|'\
stolen his dream and he may then
decide to confront time by making a
daring artempt to steal back the dre
in hopes that at least some semblance
of it can be salvaged or possibly that

Fannie Tapper, Confernplation, 1990
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some picce of it could become reality
and attest to a life fully lived. Fannie
Tapper’s exhibition “A Grave Disease”
opens with the quotaton from

Spencer’s sonnet and visually echoes
his words while portraying the story
of such a man, her husband, Wilfred.
Tapper’s images chronicle Wif's ill-
nesses over six years. As she stares,

The p]untngr.lph-. r:.--;u|ri|1|,'_ from this
period are not all easy to look at.

They are harsh reminders of man's
i[1;ahi|ity, ﬁn;l”].', to order his own life.
Ar the same time, many attest to
hl'nlLI'H 'J"tl'lld‘.‘u courage [;1ECL| wil |'| r(‘.'ll
adversity and with this particular
man’s unfailing determination and
optimism.” Elease Jenkins, Commun-
ity Relations assistant at the University
of Texas Houston Health Science
Center where the photographs were
exhibited this summer, commented on
the viewer's response to these *diffi-
cult™ images that reveal so poignantly
man’s desire to reconcile within him-
self the rransitory nature of life and in
the end to confrant his own mortality.
According to Jenkins, “Women find
these images compelling, while men
are terrified of them.” Tapper’s photo-
_‘L'.f-'lpl'l.\ [L'” lh(‘ HIl]r:\f I]F one f'll.'l'll.‘u
journey. The tale crosses gender lines
and becomes a collective narrative of
society. One man's story becomes
everyone's story as people project their
individual fears and anxieties onto the

images.

The grave disease afflicting many
does not just ravage the bod
kills the soul, The feminist critique has
dramatically pointed out the various
wounds inflicted on women h:\.‘ the
patriarchy but it must be recognized
that a system characrerized by the
conscious mtent to devalue and under-

mine one gender in the end will
wound both genders.

The masculine wounding at the
hands of the patriarchy is intensely
portrayed in the exhibit’s most dra-
matic piece of work, Man under the
Knife. This brutal photograph was
taken .\hnrl]y afrer Wi underwent his
fourth surgery to correct vision prob-
lems resulting from his diagnoses of
Graves' Disease. Fannie states thar it
was only months before that Wif had
L1ll|L'fll“|\ decided 1o close his office, to

say goodby to downtown and to seize
the opportunity to realize the dream
that had more and more dominared
their conversations. “By Christmas we
would be aboard our boat, christened,
whar else, ‘Forelock,’ and |J}' January
we would be headed for the Carib-
bean.” This, however, was not to be;
by March Wif had already undergone
four operations in an attempt to save
]1I‘| Vision.

Historically, the parriarchal system
has warned that dreams and visions
threaren the rarional and logical
aspects of life. This devaluation of the
imaginary life has caused a fear of the
emotions associated with these imag-
inings, regarding them as potential for
madness, or, worse vet, signs of the
nineteenth century diagnosis of “hys-
teria,” a woman's madness. The resule
has been to create artificial worlds iso-
lated from the symbaolic and devoid of
emotion. As one is unable to perceive
th;l' an .'II,'I,'[,'T!"\'I'I'IL'(' iT" [I'IL' imu‘r ”'I;]LI-
ness and irrationality might possibly
lead to a stare of true inner freedom
thar lies dormant in the truths stored
in these imaginings, and which in the
end will reveal the essence of one’s
soul. As Pascal observed, “Men are
so necessarily mad that not to be

mad would amount to another form



of madness.” It seems evident in the
context of these photographs that the
cultural constructs of twentieth centu-
ry Western civilization derive from a
system with the primary goal of con-
raining madness. As it secks to sterilize
the image, the vision is rendered impo-
tent and the soul is sacrificed in order
to attain the material accouterments
ne ry to create an illusion of life.
“The many people who sense their
own needs and yer acquiesce in the
prevailing system accept it in their

and strengthen it.™!

With two more operations by the
end of the year, Wif's vision was stabi-
lized. Fannie explains, “By March of
1991 we had leased our house and
bought a new boat, this one christened
“Graves' End,” and we were well into
plans to leave on our long-dreamed-of
cruise, when Wif's doctors discovered
he had prostate cancer.™ After several
more postponements they were finally
ready to embark on their trip but in
October as they were cruising Chesa-
peake Bay, Wif was diagnosed with
an ulcer requiring emergency surgery,”
thus ending the porential of making
this dream into a re “The final
episode to this saga is that in 1993
Wif discovered a concomitant muscu-
lar dystrophy, which required us to sell
“Graves” End™ and move back home,
close to the Texas Medical Center.”

“A Grave Disease™ is one woman’s
way of confronting time by putting
distance between herself and the suf-
fering of the one she loves. She has
L-Llr“llft"lj l-lnjl}:i.'h tl'l.'l' Illf['lrﬂ] T]]L' \-i("\ﬂl:r
that “A Grave Disease™ is abour the
intricate interaction berween the body
and the soul—the body so long
ignored and the soul that has for vears
served as the sacrifice in a |'r;arri;1r¢'lm|
system. Once again Spencer offers six-
teenth century insight for the twenty-
first century, “For of the soul the body
form doth take; For soul is form, and
doth the body make.” A movement
into the soul is a movement into the
body and in this interaction both are
potentially healed. The wounds at the
hand of the patriarchal knife become
the battle scars of the consciously-lived
life.

Memories are those moments that
one steals from the jaws of time, They
serve to help re ;
While Fannic Tapper's images are
“difficult” on a variety of levels, these
memories chronicle a journey through
the chaos of the human condition and
attest to one man’s courage o re-order
and thus re-creare a life that in its
end is fully lived. For in the act of con-
fronting Time, he found the place
within himself where Time stands still.

ember our liv

Jennifer Elkins is a freelance writer living in
Houston, She recelved an undergraduate
degre in anthropology from University of
Houston and is pursuing a Master's Degree in
counseling psychology at Pacifica Graduate
Institute,

FOOTNOTE
1. Fontane, Theodor. Effie Brisst, 234,
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WHEN ART AND SCIENCE

C-O<L-L-I+D-E

Alan Rath, Ouch, 1993
Bio-Mechanics by Alan Rath
at the Contemporary Arts
Museum, Houston, October 6 -
November 12, 1995.

Peter“Harvey

Descending the stairs to the small gal-
lery, one is greeted by two speakers
approximately a foot in diameter
suspended from the ceiling, These
speakers are not in any sort of encase-
ment—their workings are exposed in
plain view. The diaphragms are pump-
ing like two woofers ar a disco, and
yet the only sound they make is barely
audible in a quiet E.',.'I"r:r_'.' d indis-
cernible when more than two people
are talking within earshot. The speak-
ers, alive with movement and the
potential for sound, resemble two
surveillane eVes {mouths, ears?) wel-
coming, broadcasting and beckoning
to visitors. The electrical connections
run through long, flexible conduir (the
kind we used ro call “gooseneck™)
resembling industrial opric nerves
winding their way around a graphic
panel and just under the door into the
gallery. Once inside, the cables wrap
around the existing duct-work until
we see a third speaker facing a cormer
and a strange looking panel on the
wall where these slowly pulsating life-
lines meet and collect their signals.
The label describes Off The Wall 11,
1989 as “variable in dimension and
constructed of wood, aluminum, elec-
rronics, and three speakers.”

Most of the pieces in the show are
constructed of naked electronics. The
wiring, cathode ray tubes, and circuit
boards are not covered with an over-
sized cabinet as they would be in a
home stereo or television because the
form and composition of these compo-

nents are integral to the sculptural
experience of the show. As a young-
ster, | made a “hor dug cooker”™ out of
a board, two nails and a lamp cord
(don’t try this at home). Wondering if
my wiener was thoroughly cooked, |
ongce touched it while the contraption
was plugged in and felr the cool,
unsettling buzz of flowing electrical
current. This experience returned o
me as | considered the fact that I was
not at all tempted 1o rouch the
exposed wiring and circuitry of the
'n\-'[llli.\ il'l tl'l!,' 5'1(]\\-'—“[1 ‘.!Ouht. Irll.lL'h
more carefully designed and safer than
my hot dogger.

As the exhibits nitle suggests, there
is a biological element to the objects
Alan Rath has created. The long con-
duits of Off The Wall II undulate like
snakes in a slow groove, Several of the
pleces COntain MOoving Parts or Corpo-
real images. Pulsating, whispering
speakers are a recurring theme. The
quiet motion continues on several
cathode ray tubes in other picces
around the room displaying various
!md,- parts in motion, Ouech, 1993 is a
self-portrait of sorts with a picture of
the artist’s face on a cathode ray tube
held in a vice. The image of the artist’s
face in a pinched expression on the
CRT involves the viewer in a sl
mentary on mediated representation.
The television becomes both signifier
and signified: the CRT is squeezed in
the vice and the expression on the face
looks as though it were caught in a
closing elevator door. The vice is
mounted atop a wooden stool inan
apparent homage ro Duchamp. The
electronic works of the piece dangle
from the seat by a pair of black hand-
cuffs, Appearing in more than one
piece in the show, manacles suggest a
close but involuntary relationship.

In Family, 1994 a few strategically

¥ com-
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stacked suitcases with speakers in
them are cuffed to large chains leading
to CRTs displaying close-up images of
talking mouths, The baggage of the
inescapable consanguine link is neatly
addressed here without didacticism,
The viewer is thus enabled to person-
alize the sculpture and include her/his
own familial experience in its mean-
ing. This points to one of the strengths
of Rath’s work: the ability to create an
interesting object with avenues for
viewer accessibility. '
Alan Rath, a graduate of the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technolog
assembles the circuit boards himself
and writes his own computer program
code for his pieces. The deft handling
of the electronics along with the hand-
made look of the work resonates
thar this is a meeting of the arts and
More than sculptures or elec-
tronic art, these are not just examples
of les arts mecaniquee: these are art
gizmos. Some are reminiscent of Jean
Tinguely and, of course, the CRTs
strategically placed on the floor
remind us of Nam June Paik (no
stranger to M.LT.). In an informarive
introduction to the catalog for the
show, Dana Fris-Hansen attempts
o seat the work in the context of
“contemporary sculprure” by implying
a formal relationship between Rarh®
objects and those created by Louise
Nevelson, Edward Kienholz and some
other, less dead, artists who are thirty
vears past “contemporary.” We are
informed that Rath shares Donald
Judd’s “industrial aesthetic™ because
he had one hundred boxes made, pro-
viding him *a standard formal unit
with which to work.” (I can’t get a
box of a dozen donuts anymaore with-
out considering the container a “stan-
dard formal umit.™). This line of “art
speak” doesn’t do justice to Rath’s
ability to make a formally interesting
piece that is full of meaning and acces-
sible to the viewer. The strength of this
combination is evident in Lingeuist,
1995 where the “abstract industria
forms™ are combined with an image of
a mouth on a CRT and a video game-
like joystick. When a viewer manipu-
lates the joystick, the tongue pops out
of the mouth and licks the lips in a
pattern mimicking the movement of
the controls. A visitor mighr stand
there and move the tongue around
while considering the meaning of the
piece and the experience of participar-
ing in an act of art, By touching the
joystick, the audience passes beyond
“my kid could do that™ and is enabled
to reach “hey look what I'm doing.”
The interactive nature of Rath’s work
and its interpretation contribute to its
successful subjectivity. In other words,
if you have the money and vou haven't
bought one of these pieces, you have
some explaining to do.

sciences

5

Peter Harvey is a writer living in Houston.
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Michael G. DeVoll

“Kids today!™ This phrase, often
uttered in exasperation by the “older
generation” referring to the “younger
generation,” has been repeated for
many years. You may also be uttering
this phrase after seeing Larry Clark’s
film Kids.

The press kit for the film describes
this fictional drama as a cautionary
tale; "'[ww]tl_.'-fm.lr frenetic hours in
the lives of a group of contemporary
TeCnagers who, like all LeCnagers,
believe they are invincible.” Clark has
set out, it continues, “to capture the
beauty and rragedy of youth” whi
he “confronts the reality of
adolescent sexuality in
American sociery.” The
story revolves around a
group of teens from the
skareboarding culture of
New York City’s Wash-
ington Square Park—
“teenagers living in the
urban melee of modern-day
America.” The press release
adds, “Bur while these kids
dwell in the big city, their
story could, quite possibly,
happen anywhere.”

The main story involves
three teenagers—Telly, Casper
and Jenny. The film opens with
Telly talking an unnamed girl
{possibly thirteen or fourtee
years-old) into having sex with
him. It is her first time, bur he
“cares about™ her and thinks she will
really enjoy it. Afterwards, he meets
Casper who has been waiting for him
out front for two hours. They spend
the rest of the day roaming around
rown—from Telly’s house, to a flop
house where they can get food, to the
park to buy drugs, to a party at Steve’s
(“his parents are out of rown”). Along
the way, they steal beer from a con-
venience store, peaches from a fruit
stand, and money from Telly's mother.
They jump the subway turnstiles, uri-
nate on the street, harass a gay couple,
beat up a guy in the park, break into
the public swimming pool after hours,
sniff inhalants, smoke pot, drink beer
{lots of beer), and ralk almost con-
stantly about sex. Telly’s personal
mission for the day is to find Darcy,
the fourteen-year-old sister of a friend,
and have sex with her. His raison d’e-
tre is having sex with virgins, Casper’s
personal mission for the day seemingly
is to follow ly around and get as
wasted as possible.

We first meet Jenny in a bedroom
with four other girls ralking about sex.
We learn she was “de-virginized” by
'[i.'l!lv a year ago, and even l]'lull!.‘,h he
said he “cared for her,” he has not
talked to her since. The prev
week, she had accompanied her friend
Ruby to a clinic to get tested for HIV.
Ruby wanted to be tested after recent-
ly having unprotected sex. In the clinic
interview we learn that Ruby has had
vaginal intercourse with “eight or nine
guys” (“maybe four times unprotect-
ed”) and anal intercourse “three, no
four times™ (only once protected). She
is approximately sixteen or seventeen-
years-old. Although, Jenny has only
had intercourse once, she goes with
Ruby to keep her company and is
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tested for HIV herself. Ruby tests neg-
ative and Jenny tests positive. Her
personal mission for the day then
becomes tracking down Telly and
confronting him. She checks the flop
house, a nightclub and finally the party
at Steve’s house,

There are two important factors to
keep in mind. This film was directed
by Larry Clark who is known for his
gritty, brutally frank, documentary
photographs of a young drug subcul-
ture from an insider’s point of view.
Secondly, the screenplay was written
by Harmony Korine, a ninetcen-year-

1995

Larmy Clark,

old male skateboarder Clark met in
Manhartan’s Washingron Square Park.

Because Clark was “interested in
the culture” of these skateboarders, he
began photographing them. He came
up with the idea of making a film
about them but knew it had to be
written by an insider. He had mer a
high school kid (Harmony) who said
he was a writer, read one of his
scripts, and asked him to write the
screenplay. Three weeks later it was
lIiJﬂL‘.

The film has caused no little brou-
haha. Although it won acclaim on the
film festival circuit, when released
nanionally the MPAA slapped it with
the dreaded NC-17 rating. The raring
was based on the graphic sexual lan-
guage and the rampant drug use by
seemingly underage kids. The sex
scenes are not overly graphic and the
language is no worse than many other
recent films. Kids runs neck-in-neck
with Goodfellas in the profanity race.
The young age of the characters com-
bined with these features may have
prompted the ratings board to exceed
the R-rating. The message implied by
the rating seems to be thar these
actions are tolerable in adults, but
border on ohscene in minors. The film
was unable to be released by Miramax
(now owned by Disney) with this
rating so Excalibur Films, a new distri-
bution company, was set up for this
purpose. Kids was released unrared.

S0 what is the point of this film?
Clark calls it a caurionary tale—one
thar is instructive or a story with a
didacric purpose. Clark is trying to
teach us something. What do we learn
from the film? We learn that teenagers
are drinking, smoking, doing drugs
and having unprotected sex. If you
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read the newspaper or turn on any
daytime talk show, you already knew
this. We also learn that having unpro-
tected sex, even ance, puts you at risk
for HIV. With all the HIV/AIDS edu-
cation done today, probably anyone
over eighteen already knew the risks
of unprotected sex. At one theater in
Houston nobody under eighteen was
admirred, while another theater posted
an NC-17 rating. Assuming similar sit-
ions at theaters around the country,
minors had lirtle access to this film
and its lessons.,

If we aceept Clark’s film as a “cau-
tionary tale,” then his intention is to
teach us something or change artitudes
in some way. You have to demonstrate
the cultural concept you are trying to
madify, but it has to be done with a
eritical eve to discourage perperuation.
In this instance, a nineteen-year-
old insider albeir screenwriter did
not have the necessary toals 1o

accomplish this end. The charac-
ters are too shallow for us to
learn anything from them. In
order for the audience to glean
any knowledge from a story,
change or growth in the char-
acters during the course of
the story Is necessary. Since
all the action rakes place in
twenty-four hours, they
don’t have enough time to
learn anything. These kids
end up where they started.
When Telly and Casper go
to the park to buy drugs,
they meet a group of
kids. The extras in this
scene seem to be very
self-conscious in front of the
camera. This points to a basic problem
wirh this film. Watch a four-year-old in
a group of adults—if the child does
something cute or funny that gets the
adults’ attention, the child will repeat
thar action endlessly to hold that

attention. The writing of this film
seems to be all about repetition of

action and language to

the point of numbness on the part of
the viewer. Are we seeing the reality of
these kids® lives or are we seeing kids
performing for shock value to ger our

attention? The problem is, once they
get our attention, they don’t tell us
anything,.

We do not learn the underlying
causes of the kids” actions, Why is
Telly a sexual compulsive with a fetish
for virgins? Why does Casper spend
all day completely wasted on alcohol
and drugs? What has led either of
them to this end so early in their lives?
Why does Jenny, like so many other
girls, let Telly talk her into having sex?
Why does Jenny let a boy ar a club
force a pill into her mouth so that she
spends the last half of the film strung
out?

In addition to not learning the cause,
we never learn the solution. There is
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one point at which some words of wis-
dom could be offered, but the writer
misses the opportunity. Instead, he
gives advice that any kid wishes adults
would give. In a cab, Jenny ralks to
Tl'IL‘ {lfl\'{_'f. an (1|dl‘r man 5\"1“ T{‘n\'
Jenny she looks sad. When asked
whats wrong, she says “Everything's
\\'I‘CI"F.H ,q[] \\'hﬂt wnrd.\ l]f i'll.l\'il.-l_' I:l[H'h
the haggard old sage offer: “Forget
about it. Life is too short, so try and
be happy.” Just forget about it and
don’t worry about the fact you have a
terminal illness. The treatment of the
adult characters in the film is typical
of a teenager’s ammitude. Telly’s mom
bugs him to get a job and lies to him
abour not having money. The two
other adults in the film are the coun-
selors at the clinic. | felt more compas-
sion for them than for anyone else in
the film. They seem to be drowning in
a depressing, hopeless rask of getting
the teenagers to think about their lives
]wg.'uncl the present.

Many of the characterizatior
also cliched and sexist. The boys are
the bragging, sexual aggressors who
conquer and then go on their way. The
girls are the blushing, sexual pacifists
who are left alone to deal with the
consequences of their actions, This is

5 AT

most vividly played out when Jenny
finally finds Telly at the party while he
is having sex with Darcy. Instead of
actually confronting Telly, she looks
on momentarily and then wirns and
leaves the room. After she passes out
on the couch from the cffects of the
drugs, Casper comes around and
quictly assaules Jenny while the other
kids sleep in their drugged and drunk-
en stupors all around the room.
Hl)“'(‘\'l:r. fl'l!' }{fl’.![l:‘:r CONCeTn \\"i[h
the Alm is Clark’s perceived universality
of the story. Clark says he has captured
the “reality of adolescent sexuality in
American sociery”™ that could “quite
possibly, happen anywhere,” There is
no story that can capture the reality of
a diverse American society. What he
has captured is the reality, or hyper-
reality, of a society of skateboarders in

sues addressed are prob-
lems throughour the United
states. But there are many other
adolescents who, for a variety of
reasons, have experienced or are
experiencing a completely different
day-to-day reality.

Clark has attempted to portray a
“universal” teenage experience but
has instead given us a bleak, hope-
less view of small segment of teenage
sociery. And he does it with cliches,
sexist artitudes and shallow charac-
ters. At the end of the first scene of the
film, as Telly is leaving the obviously
upper-middle class home of his latest
conguest, he leans over a stairway
railing and spits on the dining room
table below. This action may sum up
the filmmaker’s intention. It is good

to question societal norms and, from
time to time, issue a wake-up call to
help people addr ‘s problems.
However, if you spit at the people
you're attempting to reach, they may
not listen to you.

SO

Michael G. Devoll is another artist who has
given up still photography to pursue the
moving image. He works as HCP's Assodiate
Director,



Henri Cartier-Bresson, Seville, 1932

BYSTANDER

A History of Street Photog-
raphy, by Colin Westerbeck
and Joel Meyerowitz. Bulfinch
Press, 1994

Dick Do ughty

Considering the influence “street pho-
l‘{lgl’;l]’!llll'“ has had on the many ways
photography and photographers have
been thought of since the medium'’s
invention, it is surprising—and some-
what disappointing—that a book such
as Bystander was not written until
now.

Westerbeck and Meverowirz have
come out with their formidable com-
pendium staking out a significant
historical territory. The book is a
product of several years of discussions
during the span of their decade-long
friendship—theirs has proved a fruitful
collaboration. Westerbeck ook the
lead on rext and Meverowitz guided
illustranion selection: It is refreshing
ta see working photographers so inni-
mately involved in the construction
of photographic history.

On first impression, Bystander
comes as a validation of the hunch
that many photographers, either work-
ing or dabbling in “street shooting,”
have always had that they were oper-
ating within a genre all its own. Unril
now, nobody had bothered o work
out where ir all began and ended,
]wirjg, as Westerbeck wrires, such a
“diffuse, fragmented, intermittent
one...a succession of influences and
inheritances” that has meant many
things to many people at many differ-
ent times and places.

The authors make it clear “street
photography™ 1s to be understood at
face value. It is photographs made in
pu]’alic p|aq,'r:ei, often urban lllurnugh-
fares, of ordinary people who are
usually—but not always—unaware of
the camera. Hence the title, Bystander
—one who is also at times variously
voyeur, witness, critic, romantic and
even assailant,

The “Bystanders™ are mostly well-
known photographers. This is not,
the authors argue, the place for arche-
ology but rather for documenting the
interconnections among those who
have had the most obvious influences
on the tradition. The chrono-bio-
graphical taxonomy that gives the
book its ordering principle is thus
without surprises. There are four
“eras” to street photography, each
presided over by one man: Eugene
Atget, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Walker

Evans and Robert Frank. A host of
others presage, follow, diverge, synthe-
size, revive, elaborate and punctuare.

The streets they have photographed
are overwhelmingly those of Paris and
New York. Ranging from Vicrorians
lugging collodion plates on their way
to distant colonies, Bill Brandt record-
ing his own London, and a single
representative phntn |r\:‘ Rug]mhir
Singh to the chaprer-length discussion
of Harry Callahan and what Wester-
beck dubs “the Chicago School™ in
the end everything photographed out-
side Paris and New York appears like
souvenirs of historical day rrips. “Paris
has been...an occasion 1o which
photographers have risen,” Wester-
beck writes; later Meverowitz explains
that among New York street photog-
raphers—at least the ones he hung
with—that “ :1||3.' Fifth Avenue had
the pulse of life...[where] the mix was
best,” and the possibility of another
city is implicitly inconceivable. For
better or worse, it is the images from
this narrow slice of streets, with brief
forays into some hinterlands and cru-
cial influences from others (Hungary,
Germany, Britain most significantly)
that makes up photography’s contribu-
tion to our collective memory of urban
life in this century.

But within the constraints of their
framework, Westerbeck and Meyero-
witz deliver a wealth of insight
through carefully selected images and
well-crafted words, The book opens
with a sequence of twenty photo-
graphs called “Overture” framed by
a conversation between the authors
that also, in its full-length form, closes
the book. Thus these comments liter-
ally frame the volume.

Westerbeck: 1 remember Garry and
the rest of you often calling pictures
“tough™ or “beautiful.” Why was
“tough” such a key word for you?

Meyerowitz: “Tough™ meant it was
an uUNcOmMpromising image, $umut]m\g
that came from your gut, out of in-
stinct, raw, of the moment, something
thar couldn’t be described in any other
way. So it was TOUGH. Tough to
like, tough to see, tough to make,
tough to understand. The tougher they
were the more beautiful they became.
It was our language.

The authors approached their study
of street photography itself in much
the same warm, exuberant terms.
They wade into it less as critics seek-
ing larger cultural meaning and more
as aficionados seeking to tell everyone
else just why they have such a good
time in this field. The result is pleas-
antly infectious without losing intellec-
tual force.

At thc r.-r:l.l of tl"u_' |'ruu|c, how-
ever, it becomes clear that
Meyerowitz’s particular brand
of effusiveness stems from his
own experiences in a small
group of 1960s and 1970s
American, New York-based
photographers, all of whom
had the dedication and good
fortune to become well-recog-
nized within the field. All nat-
urally drew on the full scope
of the streer tradition, with an
emphasis on the branch that
started with Jacob Riis and
Weegee, and later manifested
i William Klein and Robert
Frank. Within Westerbeck’s
text it quickly becomes clear
Meverowitz is not .\pc;lkin;.',
for most of the photographers
of the nineteenth century as
well as a host of gentler prac-
nrioners—Lartigue and Doisneau come
to mind—for whom *roughness™ was
not part of their visual vocabulary.

The choice of photograph immedi-
ately following this introductory text
15 equally instructive regarding the
authors’ approach. Cartier-Bresson’s
photograph of a Seville street uses two
boys as bookends to contain an intri-
cate, rhythmic, multi-planar, angular
composition balanced, ldm.-'-k:f
upon a single circle that is deftly
echoed by both a sewer cap and a
half-arch in the deep backgrounc
From the photographer known best
for his aphorism “the decisive mo-
ment,” this is, in terms of its human
subjects, an entirely ordinary moment.
The figures are forms, apparitions,
presences lending motion and humani-
ty to the stony street. The “decisive
moment” is in the street itself brought
to life for the image through light and
film, a moment revealed by the photo-
gl’ﬂph(‘r..‘i auhtr.u_'ti\'t' pf‘ﬂ_'ﬂh.‘: l]E M'1{."1."
tion thar here is nor unlike a sculpror’s
removal of just enough material to
leave a finished, polished, coherent
statement. It is a “rough™ image not in
its subject matter but in its form, first
in its angularity and its anonymi
and then more importantly in its 2
thetic as a finished photographic pring
demanding a knowledge of modernism
for full appreciation.

The photograph ending this section,
also by Cartier-Bresson, is a brilliantdy
edited counterpoint: the famous image
of a blurred figure of a man abour o
step into a puddle, his heel caught the
instant before it touches the glassy
water, his movement echoed by a
dancer silhouetted on a poster in the
background. Here is the leap of faith
thar instantaneity requires, the devil-
may-care attitude of the roving street
photographer as well as the whimsy,
joy and magic the medium offers to
both practitioner and viewer.

Inside, each-of the book’s four sec-
tions opens with a similar sequence of
photographs. The images are not all
well-known ones, thus giving insight
into the breadth and depth of the tra-
dition. Appearing in pairs and groups
across pages, they are edited to com-
plement each other with formal, ronal,
gestural and geographic connections
so smooth they vary berween the reve-
latory and the coy. So presented, each
image becomes newly contextualized
by referents lying within the tradition
itself—other street photographs thar
uniil now had little or no bearing on
each others’ meanings or intents. One
wishes for brief insight from the
authors into the thought guiding this
editing.

S
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Westerbeck's lengthy text rewards
close reading. He writes as a well-
versed insider (he is currently associate
curator of photography at the Art
Institure of Chicago) and both authors
received support through extensive
discussions with the p]mrnp,r:lpht'n
themselves, historians and estate
curators, The one notable exceprion
is Robert Frank, who, alone among
the photographers cited, did not per-
mit reproduction of his photographs
and thus now, as when he first pub-
lished The Amiericans, remains one
of the only photographers in this
genre consistently capable of dodging
his viewers' expectations and even
eli

ngE anger.

That this book was so long in the
making pays off in the wealth of infor-
mation thar consistently illuminates
maotives and Crosscurrents among
photographers. Westerbeck studied
these images meticulously and synthe-
sized history and biography superbly.
For example, early street portraits by
photographers such as Samuel Bourne
and John Thomson are read not as
prototypes of “real” htruc[-phn'[n-
graphs-to-come, but as advancements
in their own right fraught with the
tension between the photographers’
technically-based frustrations at their
inability to produce truly candid
images and their simultaneous acquies-
cence to \'i'llllIL'.\' ['l[ TllL‘ |'i|'|'|l.' th-'ll ]l.‘Li
them to “order the world [in photo-
graphs| the way his audience wanted.”
Likewise, Atget is read in light of his
subversion of the standards prevailing
for architectural photography ar the
time as well as his contacts with surre-
alists, Cartier-Bresson’s post-war work
is explored through nearly four pages
elaboraring his adoption of several
facers of Zen practices. Like Cartier-
Bresson, William Klein and Robert
Frank receive chapters of their own.
Throughout, Westerbeck pays atten-
tion to the institutions that photogra-
phers built as well as the institutions
that built photographers’ careers. It is
to the book’s credir that the pre-mod-
ernist era receives no less artention
than those eras that followed, either in
length or in significances ascribed.

Only at the end, in the chapter
titled “Sull Going,™ does this illumina-
tion falter. This chapter takes the form
of a conversation between Westerbeck
and Meyerowitz, and the result is
clubby and narrow, Its subjects are
almost exclusively Diane Arbus, Garry
Winogrand, Lee Friedlander and
Mevyerowitz himself, The insights into
working methods, attitudes and the
intricate social and professional inter-
relationships among these photogra-
phers are interesting in a talk-show
kind of way, but in the end they illu-
minate a self-declared in-crowd maore
than they do the genre itself. To wind
up such a rich book, published in
1994, with work whose heyday was
the late 1970s seems a shame. How
street photography is being interpreted
by young photographers of the 1980s
and 19905 who operare in vastly
changed photo markets, technology
and cultural values would have made
a far stronger closing to this otherwise
immensely valuable survey.

Dick Doughty is an editor, freelance photojour-
nalist and author of GAZA: Legacy of
Occupation—A Photographers Journey. He
lives in Houston,
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Peter Brown

“Ower the years | bave come to
believe...that we live in several land-
scapes at once, among them the land-
scape ulf' .frrrp{'_ and that rl:unglfr we
minst usnally focus on what 15 charae-
teristic of the immediate and troubled
present, it is rash to say that other
geographies are unpmportant or even
finally separate.’ Robert Adams

.
In Japan, as vou probably know, there
exists a wonderful and humbling (if
not downright paralyzing) designation
—that of “living national treasure,” a
governmental honor that's bestowed
on people, rather than things. It
occurred to me recently, that if such a
distincnion existed in this country that
the photographer and writer Robert
Adams would, by this time, have been
nominated for ir. His name, | found
myself imagining, would have been
forwarded on—probably repeatedly—
to wharever purgarorial list exists for
these wise, gl;nrlr: old |'H:(|p||_', Handed
on up the chain with grear warmth
and convicrion, until it reached the
executive committee (composed no
doubt of a few road-weary senators,
gnrcrrllm'n[;al flacks and with the emn-
nence grise of Jesse Helms blathering
in the background.) And then...embar-
rassed confusion would reign, for the
committee to its relief, after reviewing
.'\I.dll'lﬂ.‘- '.1I1'Ij ]1I.‘- '\.\'nrk \'\'Ull[il d(.'i.']l!L'
that: first, the man’s simply not old
enough. “He’s not!™ they would
m indignantly. (And happily for
s true.) Secondly however,
unless thg‘}' were \'itiuu”!' illiterate,

which of course could be a real possi-
biliry, they would have to recognize
that the truths that Adams and his
beautiful, barbed photographs tell are
finally too unsettling and too persua-
sive for an |,'II\'i{tJﬂll'!L'I'IT,'L”!' VACLIONS
government o raise to sainthood. For

Adams—as insightful and eloquent a
photographer as any country might
claim (armed as he is with the history
of literature as well as that of photog-
raphy) is simply too reasoned, too
generous and finally too dangerous to
be enshrined. (In all honesty though,
it should be pmulud out that hes been
awarded every honer a photographer
might aspire to—NEAs, Guggenheims,
a Peer Award and now a MacArthur—
but snll...l think Jesse and the Fresh-
men might raise a cloud of toxic dust
stamping their feet over national hero
sLarus. )

Robert Adams’ work has been
enormously influential, both to a wide
VIEWINg pu|’||iq,', and also, purhup«
particularly, to photographers of my
generation. As | have considered it
owver the years, the work has always
seemed a sustaming and challenging
mix of beaury, hope, despair, anger
and love. It's clear that Adams cares
passionately for the American West,
his home and window on the rest of
the world—and his ﬁlru!.q.’,lu for the
past thirty vears has been ro suggest
new ways of looking ar and thinking
abour this world—what we have lost
and what we might do with the
ground rhat remains wirh us.

He does this in the most self-effac-
ing ways. Given the charged, swirling
armosphere of land politics in the
Wesr, 1 find the tone Adams sers
remarkable. He's no dilettante sitting
at a reasoned distance. He 15 in there
in the fray—burt the voice he uses is
one that both indicts and blesses at
once. And its a voice of complicity—
he's hard on himself as well. His work
asks us to notice the remarkable gifts
we've been given, to see clearly the
mess we've made of them, to stop and
consider, and then to emerge, derer-
mined to recognize and create a land-
scape that's worthy of the best in us.
Mot a simple set of observations or
I'I.'ql.I.L'th. :1“{! L'I" COUrse not an casy

Robert Adams, sequence from Listening to the River, Seasons in the American West, 1554
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table to set for others to gather
round—simply asking such questions
often leads to self-righteousness and
defensiveness. But Adams weaves a
visual and rhetorical fabric thar makes
common ground and common sense,
and he spreads it for us with unusual
grace and humility.

Adams is normally a landscape
photographer—despite an anomalous
but moving book Owr Lives and Onr
Children on the people who live near
the Rocky flats nuclear weapons
plant—and a landscape photographer
pTim:Lri|:|.' of the |11'g|'| |1|;1|'115 around his b
Longmont, Colorado home. Bur his
work also ranges throughour Colo-
rado, Wyoming, Nebraska and the
Dakotas, up onto the eastern slope
of the Rockies, over the rim, into the
Greatr Basin and out to the West
Coast. His photographs are often
thoughr of as spare—though this has

.1|\.1.';1}':. seemed as much a function of
geography as compositional choice to
me—and they are generally small to
mid-sized black-and-white prints. It is
waork that 1 believe would be accessi-
ble to almost anyone.

On an abstract level, the pht:rn-
graphs seem a marriage of formal
grace and social engagement, images
that singly or in series are capable of
producing responses ranging from the
most spiritual to the most secular—
fully dimensioned truths finally, in
which fact and beauty conjoin.

He is the author of fourteen books,
most of them published by Aperture.
In the past year, he has produced four
extraordinary volumes—two of photo-
p‘r;aphs and the third, a collection of
essays. Each of these is worth spend-
ing time with and each is worth re-
pq:utul visits. Adams, who holds a
doctorate in English and writes as
convincingly as anyone in the photo-
|.:r.ap|lig,' community, has collected
much of his writing from the past few
vears in Why Peaple Photograph, his
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first book of essays since Beanty in
Phatagraphy: Essays in Defense of
Traditional Values came out in 1981,
Listening to the River: Seasons in the
Amierican West, pul'rll.-;lwd in fall
1994, is an extended sequence of
Colorado landscapes—interrelaring
pht:rnp_r.lphl. presenting a \'umph_ C
geographically and seasonally shifring
set of panoramas. His third book,
West from the Columbia, 1993
explores new territory: the land and
sea around the mouth of the Columbia
River as it surges into the Pac
Cottomeonds, 1994, pu|1|it.h(-d |33' the
Smithsonian Institution Press in its
Photagraphers at Work series is a
graceful compilation of thirty photo-
graphs thar Adams has made of
cottonwood trees over the years—a
body of work that spans from the *70s
to the present. The book includes, as
well, a rev L'.||||1].; interview with Adams
in which he discusses his feelings for
the West, the mix of environmental
and aesthetic concerns thart fill his
work, and his affection for cotton-
wood trees: their existence and treat-
ment being symbaolic in a way, of all
that is best and worst about the West,
All told, these books represent a
remarkable year's harvest—and
though each was many vears in the
making, it’s a nice affirmation of the
MacArthur Grant, a multi-year fellow
ship that Adams received a vear ago.

C.

.

f.fsf['ffffr\‘.’ oy :Jlff' Rl’!'ﬂ'r 15 One ‘][ [h‘l'
most enveloping photographic books
I have encountered. In it, small black-
and-whire vertical |111ul|13;r.1|1|1l. of
commonplace Colorado landscape are
grouped—up to six photographs per
two-page spread—with the images
interrelating first one to another, then
page to page. Adams’ subtitle is
Seasons in the American West and in
the book, a variety of currents are
charted: scasonal, geographic, image




to image, page to page, untl the book
lil.‘- one finds oneself 1'u|li1'|g1 humpir
smoothly gliding, dropping precipi-
tously| becomes a river itself.

And it is aural as well as visual: we
hear silence at first, the resonance of
the plans, birdsong perhaps, then the
rustle of leaves, the slap and rattle of
water, wind through grass, branches
I'!l'if!!.', Pl].‘il'll,'(l h.'l(,'l\'. as we I'I'IL'IIH.‘ our
way through the landscape. It is
altogether a sensual book, helped in
this respect and others, by William
Stafford’s fine poems, which con-
tribute to a mix of image and text
that moves along smoothly—graceful
turns, slow eddies, interesting detours,
now and then a surprised trout. One
feels the heat bouncing up from a
stubbled field, cold feet from slushy
snow, gentle spring winds, smells of
rain and hot -.1:.|1h-.t|t_ the rumhble of
trucks, the prickle of a milkweed pod
on the back of a hand, windsung
barbed wire.

And the |:1nds.'|,';|pr: var
open prairie crossroads and fhelds, wo
suburban streets and homes, to road-
side trash, to foothilled !u'ights and
back down to fields and the plain. Up
and down, back and forth, our vision
shifting from side to side o rake in
these 5|'1i§ting panoramas,

The sequence begins in what seems
to be late summer, goes through a
quick fall, into winter and mud sea-
son, and then an extended spring and
summer. Before this publication, I had
not often seen Adams use a vertical
formar and never, to my knowledge,

a 35mm camera which 1s wielded
throughout in a bobhbing, weaving
almost corrective way: the same tree
oar FIL'I(I or lli]ri}‘.{TlI seen l‘r(lm ﬁllHlltl}
different points—a step to the left, two
to the right—a way of photographic
seeing that closely approximates the
way we actually see. The use of the
35mm camera, with all its easy porta-
biliry, lends itself well to the idea
behind the book, which in essence 15
aseries of walks in places thatr Adams
knows well.

The book has some of the feeling of
Perfect Times/Perfect Places, Adam's
lowe poem on the rr:|;1ti\'¢l}' un.t.pnih'd
Pawnee Nartional Grasslands. But
Listening to the River includes more:
junked up martrresses, kids ar rivers,
geese flyir

» pver suburban streets, cor-
tonwoods just ]1:]|1gi|1|,1, onto life beside

Robert Adams, from West From the Indies, 1995
developments [certainly an Adams
ig‘(ml—aﬂl the flotsam and jetsam of
plains culture, washed up by the roads
and rivers.

And each image, as always, is beau-
tifully photographed—not in a way
that makes one-dimensional “art™ of
it: ‘Look at the rexrure in that piece
of busted wallboard® say—or “Look at
the shadows on thar road’ [though the
recognition of beauty in the most
COmMmon F‘I'.'IL'L“.\: is an IMPOrTant aspect
of his work.] Just as importantly, and
self-evidently, if you look at the
photagraphs the beauty resides in the
structure of each image. It is finally the
ucnrl;' Imposition of care and affection
onto a place that has either been used
utterly carelessly or has not before
been g,':lrl.'fn"}' seen that matters most.
And as Adams makes his inclusive
compositional choices, there 15 a
strange kind of reclamation thar
occurs—and not just for Adams.
Run;mlﬁp,uring and memor; ing

T I~

something he has loved that has been
beaten down, or |'Pl1ill|"iﬂ[.: Out a sacra-
mental moment that ordinarily would
elude us allows this alchemy to take
place for us all. The book is not just
plastic bags flapping on fences and it's
not all meadowlarks—though it's
maore plainsong than heavy meral. Iv is
rlli]til‘l!' a mix that becomes, when seen
in it’s riffling order—sad, glorious,
open, pathetic, backbone shiveringly
beauriful, whole, and in the end,
redemptive. It’s a greatr and eye-open-
ing year-long walk. Leaves, pebbles
and sand might pour out as the pages
are rurned.

il
I find Adams’ writing rewarding

and useful—and the essays that make
up Why Peaple Photograph are a
fine introduction. Adam’s writes with
a clarity unusual in the art world and
with an inrelligence thar ranges widely—
literature, politics, Americ

an history,
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the history of photography and paint-
ing, religion, native American culture
—all are |'|rnughr to bear on his feel-
id its role

ngs about photography
in contemporary culture,

Adams” writing 15 ﬁimph.‘ clear, He
i5 as careful with his sentences as he
is with the composition of his phato-
gr:l]\hﬁ

a frue ]\;ir.'l||:'| existing be-
tween the structure of his writing and
that of his visual work: both 1 think
r"ll'l:"l"lk' st out to TL".'L'.'II i['l l\i]TI]',II(' .l'lld
transparent ways the wholeness of a
complex idea.

“What Can Help,” the first of three
sections in the book, 15 addressed to
photographers trying to survive in the
art world. The chapter titles are, illu-
minatingly: “Colleagues,” “Humor,”
“Collecrors,™ *Wriring,” “Teaching,”
“Money,” and “Dogs.™ He rakes all
of these things seriously. It’s difficult 1o
survive and do one’s work and Adams
is like the eloquent coach or teacher
vou never had quite enough time with—
experienced, caring, Fiﬁh{‘ﬂ,l off, ﬂmn‘_r,
eves and mind open, opinionated—able
to put into words all the shadowy
careerist, ethical questions thar p];l_uuu
you—and the equally murky self-serv-
I-'I'IH ANSWENS VOu COme up “r"i[l'l. every-
thing bumping together ar three in the
morning as you flop around, waking
your spouse, wondering why life dealt
vou the hand of “art photographer™ [a
deviant and weirdly coded descripnion
from the very start].

But Adams is charitable and gener-
ous—and he has helpful advice. The
first two essays in the book I think are
illustrative. In “Colleagues,” he lines
out the qualities that he finds admirable
in his photographer friends—traits
gliapha:\.‘uql in his own life
well: the ability to make compelling
pictures; animation and enthusiasm in
relationship to subject marter; the fact
that these people don't tempt him o
envy [see above]; their physical cour-
age in dangerous situations, and their
mental courage in withstanding the
psychic bartering such work often
produces; their ability to continue on
in the face of possible loss of artistic
vision; an ability also to retrear in

flﬁ.l \'\.'[lfL’ as
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Rabert Adams, fram Liztening To The River, 1995

:ard:.'rh‘ “r"d}'.\ “'h(.'[] L'l]l'l[l'l]l“t'd b} Ill"‘
possible odds; and finally their aware-
ness of ﬁna]ir!' and of their p|al.';:mch
in the natural world. All of this de-
scribes, if you stop to think about it, a
kind, generous and committed group
of people. We are reminded of what
we have. Not only that we are not
alone, bur thar those we travel with
are interesting, and, for the most part,
well intentioned, kind and courageous
people. And we need as much of this
sort of thinking in the photo commu-
nity as we can get.
His essay on humor levels a spot-
ht on both “funny photographs™
and those humorous images that have
a staying power beyond the punch
line. Adams is famous for his lack of
patience with juxtapositional, ironic,
“pink flamingo™ photography that
those “in the know™ often produce to
exhibir cultural credentials in relation-
ship to others not so knowing—a kind
of photography that falsely demeans and
momentarily elevates simultaneously.
The best funny photographs he says,
“have something in common: We can
see in them that the subjects know
they are part of a joke, and their
awareness excuses us from the discom-
fort that we might otherwise feel in
5Tni|ing, The pictures are given to us
by all parties, and so invite affections
and identification rather than ridicule.”
And in this welcoming idea I think he
sums up a general credo—almost a
ph:}tugmphir; gnldl:n rule: Be honest,
but be kind. Understand your inten-
tions well and trear your subject
matter as you would those you love.

26

The essa

ys that follow include prac-
tical advice on how to deal with
collectors; the functions that writing
best serves in relationship to photogra-
phy; the schizoid wonder/black hole
quality of teaching; a variety of strare-
gies to deal with money, and the
usefulness of dogs, in art and as inspi-
ration for all things. The essays are
thoughtful, concise and lived our.

The second section, “Exrlmph:s of
Success,” contains critical pieces on a
variety of twentieth century photogra-
phers. They are wide-ranging and
often deal with writing that has accom-
panied a monograph: an ill-considered
biography of Weston say, or Szar-
kowski and Morris® remarkable job
on Arger, or Ansel Adams’ less than
candid autobiography. Adams also
agonizes over the conflicts between
artist and .\'lJl'}jl,:L't atter: Weston
dehumanizing his nudes, Strand [to
some extent] photographing to point
America away from McCarthyism,
Adams lapsing into formulaic response
late in life.

The thing that sets the essays apart
for me again is tone, and the tone
comes from the struggle that Adams
has clearly gone through to reach his
conclusions. He gives the photogra-
pher the benefit of the doubt. He has
taken the work in; it has become a
part of him and the words that he uses
are finally generous, even when damn-
ing. Temptations are real; life can
change one’s vision and when work
fails there is understanding. More
pasitively, he 1s profound with praise
when work—such as Strand’s New
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England; Szarkowski, Morris
and Benson's response to Atget;
Susan Meiselas” courageouns
Latin American photographs or
Laura Gilpin's particular gifts
move him deeply.

The final section, “Working
Conditions™ exar 5 issues of
land and landscape in the Wesr,
in both the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, The three
essays are a concise and sober-
ing summation of whar has
happened and whar we might
do. While his stance is by no
means overtly political, the
ramifications of his thought cer-
tainly are, and the sense of loss
he conveys is immediate. Adams
knew the West well as a child
and the West he knew no longer
exists, It 15 this loss ﬁn;lllj.' thar 1
think most informs and moti-
vates his work.

He speaks a number of times
about pain, about it being one
of the wellsprings of genuinely
positive art—of the necessity of
EXPErEncing [r.‘ngud}' in order 1o
create wholeness. And Adams’
loss [not to be coy] of an Edenic
Wesr, is a personal, as well as
national tragedy that has pro-
duced a generative set of
images, images that set out o
reclaim a land that only with
rime and work, can once again
inch towards wholeness.

What else finally is one to
do—other than grind away in
bitt(‘rleﬁ‘j af I'I"I'IIL' Or move IJFF
into exile? The latter being an
option that Adams examines
closely in Strand’s life, and one
that he and his wife Kerstin
finally reject. His final response,
like his work, is both pr:
and meditative. He menrions a
number of concrete measures
thar might be taken legislatively to
recreate the space and sullness that
wce existed in the West, and he ralks
of creating a long walk, a pilgrimage
of sorts that might be taken in the
Plains, a contemplative journey in
which thought and the natural world
might once again peacefully join.

V.

Adams’ new photographic book,
West fnuu the Colwmbia, becomes a
kind of benediction, in the same way 1
think some rivers do as they reach the
sea. It is a quiet, cradling book. Not
a lullaby—in that it's too awake, and
not a waking dream either. It's medira-
tive despite its historical notes, a book
of safety, despite the condominiums
and remnants of first growth forest
represented, a book finally 1 think,
about the beneficence of vast rivers
and vast seas.

Adams and his wife Kerstin have
vacationed in the Oregon town of
Astoria for thirty years, a respite, they
say, from the damaged plains and
mountains of the interior. And in this
time he has not often photographed
the coastline. It's clear however, that
he has stored up ideas. He knows this
world well and the wonder with which
he deals with it, I think, reflects his
memory of a much less rroubled West,

There are a number of new things
that he considers in this book—the
first being place. While the ocean
many ways, similar to the plains, it is
also of course, quite different. And
while Adams has photographed rivers
before—even up to the Missouri, there
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are few as vast as the Columbia. It's
interesting to think of the way he
might have photographed the rall
grass prairie, say in the eighteenth cen-
tury with its eight to nine foot stalks
and blades, the wind patterns rolling
through them like water. In them there
might have been an eq ence o
ooean waves, to tidal surges, to river
warer meeting the sea. And in West
Fromi the Coluwmibia, time, immediate
split second time, is consistently orga-
nized, One waits for clouds or wind or
the sun or weather patterns to be just
right inland, but the waves in this
book are moving fast, and a new kind
of visualizarion is necded to take them
in and to make sense of them within
this immensity.

He also returns to innovarive ideas
he has used in the past: as in Listening
to the River, a number of spreads con-
tain similar views of the
marter, creating wide vistas of river,
land and sea; as in a number of images
from his retrospective volume, To
Make it Home, Adams rilts the camera
to emotional and formal effect, creat-
ing a canted horizon line that in the
panoramas purrin,'ui.'lrl}', sends us reel-
ing until we are suddenly balanced in
new and surprising way nd, as in
Swenmmmmier Nights—a reverie of his on
quiet I1iH|1l!i near his Colorado home,
work is done again in an edgy bur still
safe darkness,

The work achicved here has often
been technically and physically difficult,
vet despite difficulties, an effortless
quality remains about the sequence,
quality thar swings one into natural
rhythms—of waves and rivers, days
and nights, shifting sweeps of vision
and shifting parterns of weather—
from bright mornings to foggy after-
noons to L'(amfnrting_ night\'.

And always the rocking sea and the
SUTEINg river serve to create a visual
music—of foghorn, surf, crying gulls,
chugging boats, distant bells, children’s
voices, and somewhere, deep within
the mystery of thar fathomed onrush-
ing water, the sound even of whale
sOng,.

West From the Columbia acts as a
blessing because this river and the
Pacific Ocean combine to form one for
our continent. And Robert Adams,
quite simply, has photographed them
with great and transparent skill.

In the beauty of river and ocean, in
their never ending strength, and in the
natural reconciliation of opposites that
they represent, grace and exhilaration
are given, Unasked for, absolution can
be felr, transgressions may seem
absolved—and we are sent back into
our world, |'r|=a|11|.'11l;ln|y redeemed,
energized and ready for the difficultics
that will always confront us. This
book, to the beneficent extent that
photography is able, serves to do the
same,

e subject

Pater Brown is a Houston photographer. His
wiork focuses on his family and the landscape
of the Great Plains. He teaches photography in
the Continuing Education Program at Rice
University. Peter Brown will have an exhibition
of his Great Plains work at Harris Gallery in
Houston during FotoFest.

FOOTNOTES

1. Adams, Robert, Why People Photograph,
Aperture, New York, 1994, pp. 181-182.

2. Ibid. pp.23-24,



EARLIE
HUDNALL

Margaret Culi;le rtson

The black-and-white photog-
raphy of Earlic Hudnall,
university photographer for
Texas Southern University
and board member of the
Houston Center for
Photography, was displayed
in one of the Project Row
Houses, 2500 Holman, from
April 21 to September 24,
1995, The small row house
used for the exhibirion
formed a light-Alled exhibic
‘u'l\.'ll_'(' L'("'IlillLl'\'l’.' toa ‘.hﬂ]'\\' |]r‘
this size. It also contribured a
certain poignancy, since such
FoWw h(?ll‘ﬂ.‘\ '\\'[Il]ILl ll'llil(lllllt'
edly have been familiar to
many of the people in the
|_\|1u([-_|_',r,:p|1~._

The show consisted pri-
||1.1rilj.' of poOrtraits in which
Hudnall caprured distincrive
individuals within strong
compositions and with lov-
ingly preserved details of
skin, clothing, and surround-
ings. He included YOung and
old subjects in both urban
and rural environments. His
dnn;umuumr}' ;1]\prn,l;h and
attention to detail fits in the
tradinion of Walker Evans,
although Hudnall’s photographs are
often lighrer and conrain more humor.
Hudnall’s deceptively simple, straight-
forward images are full of visual inter-
est, jov, sorrow, and wisdom.

The |_1|1urn|._',r.|ph My 'I'lr.'rul:ml:: Time
demonstrates Hudnall’s use of strong
compositional elements that are rein-
forced h,.' details, In the phnTtJ;:rn]ah_
an elderly woman is caught as she
pauses, looking away from the cam-
era, to contemplare a rose. She is
dressed simply, with curlers in her hair,
and she leans against the handle of a

e P ARTIN

Earlie Hudnall, My Thinking Time, 1380

hoe. The woman’s body and the han
dle of the hoe form a -.tr|i:|||\' -ground-
ed, central triangle, while her project-

ing elbow and arm form another pow-

erful rriangular element. This composi
tonal framework 1s \'m11p||_'|m_-|1u_'._| hy
striking details including the veins on
the woman’s hand as it rests on her
hip, the wisp of loose hair hanging by
her ear, the angles of her curlers, and
the rose that has caught her gaze. The
title reinforces the impression thar this
is a restorative moment of peace in a
busy, work-filled life.

G S HOT

Hudnall's photographs show a
beauty thar can emerge from
difficult circumstances, but they do
not ignore disquieting effects of

poverty and social neglect. However,

this was not a show with a strident
political or social agenda. The pho
tographs were rich with the variery
and |1||_',]\1|n:-i of hunmnit).‘, and
viewing the exhibition was a
rewarding experience.

Margaret Culbertson is head of the William
R. Jenkins Architecturs and Art Library at the
University of Houston,
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HOUSTON, TEXAS

RALS

The 1995-96 programs of
Houston Center for Photography
are supported in part
by the following corporations,
foundations and agencies:

EXCELLENCE FUND

Esso S.A. Petrolera Argentina
Houston Chronicle
Houston Livestock Show and Redeo
Hines Interests Limited Partnership
Shell 0il Company Foundation
Cooper Industries Foundation

The Mundy Companies

Gay Block and Malka Drucker
Philanthropic Fund of the
Endowment Fund of the Jewish
Community of Houston
The Brown Foundation, Inc.
Houston Endowment, Inc.
The Wortham Foundation, Inc.
The Childress Foundation
Houston Crackdown
Exxon
Rice University Press
Continental Airlines
Aerolineas Argentinas
Compaq Computer Foundation
The Anchorage Foundation

National Endowment for the Arts
Texas Commission on the Arts
Cultural Arts Council of
Houston/Harris County
Texas Committee on the Humanities

1O

77004

The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston

The museum’s year-round film/video exhibition
program showcases the best of independents,
local premieres, revivals, and foreign films.

QUALITY FILM PROCESSING & CONTACTS
C-d1, E-6, B/'W

CUSTOM SLIDE PRODUCTION
Slide duping. Photo-Drops. Titke Slides,
Computer Imaging

MACHINE & CUSTOM PRINTING
From color & B/W negs. and slides

PRESENTATION GRAFHICS
Viewgraphs, Duratrans, Durafiex, Photomurals,

COMPQOSITE NEGATIVES
Photo-Drops & Compaosite Printing

MOUNTING & LAMINATING

From single pleces to multi-panel wall murals

GRAPHIC SERVICES
Loyout & Design, Typesetting. Airbrush & Computer Imaging

The museum also distributes a circulating collection of
Film and Video by Robert Frank,

comprising fifteen titles.

The award-winning video
Fire in the East: A Portrait of Robert Frank
is available for sale on VHS for $24.95.

The Museum of Fine Arts, Hous_ton

1001 [

(713) G39-7530 »

nnet = Houston, Texas (
fax (713) 639-7399
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Identities in Contemporary Asian American Art
Qrnt  Voiie Wi a it

Blaffer Gallery

June 8 through July 28 w o r kg b y

Opening Reception: June 7
7:00 - 9:00 p.m.

Pacita Abad
Sung Ho Choi
Ken Chu
Y. David Chung
Marlon Fuentes
Jin Soo Kim
Hung Liu
Yong Soon Min
Takako MNagai
Long Nguyen
Manuel OCampo
Sisavath Panyathip
Hanh Thi Pham
May Sun
Masami Teraoka
Mitsuo Toshido

Tseng Kwong Chi

Tseng Kwong Chi, Disneyland, Californio 1979, Gelatin silver print, 36" x 36" Collection of Muna Tseng Dance Projects, Inc Toi U ngkavatan apong
Zarina

Baochi Zhang

Blaffer Gallery is located on the campus of the Univerisity of Houston,
Entrance #|6 off Cullen Boulevard.

Thiz exhibition ond programs ave collaborative efforts of the Blaffer Gallery;

Gallery hours: Tuesday through Friday 10:00 am through 5:00 pm

The Asia Saciety, Houston; and Houston Center for Photography.

Saturday and Sunda}r 1:00 pm thr‘ough 5:00 pm AsialAmerica is sponzored in part by The National Endowment for the Arts, o Federal agency.
HOUSTON CENTER FOR PHOTOGRAPHY NonProfit Org.
1441 West Alabama U.5. Postage
Houston, TX 77006 PAID 2

Permit No. 1115
Houston, TX
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